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Debates about the best type of high school training for labor market success have 
heightened as the nation strives to recover from the Great Recession and maintain its 
position in the global economy. Some scholars and policymakers call for increased 
academic intensification of high school curricula while others prescribe a renewed 
emphasis on vocational coursework that prepares students for sub-baccalaureate jobs. Both 
camps tend to ignore the local nature of schools and the uneven distribution of sub-
baccalaureate jobs across local economies. The debate has also been gender-neutral even 
though well-paying sub-baccalaureate work lies primarily in male-dominated, blue-collar 
occupations. 
In this dissertation, I highlight these local economic and gendered dimensions of 
the high school training debate that have been neglected in academic research and policy 
discussions.  Using the Educational Longitudinal Study of 2002 (ELS:2002), a nationally 
representative sample of high school sophomores, this dissertation investigates the 
relationships among local labor markets, high school course offerings, and males’ and 
females’ education and early labor market outcomes. The first analytic chapter finds that 
students attending high schools in local labor markets with higher concentrations of sub-
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baccalaureate jobs take greater numbers of career and technical education (CTE) courses 
and are less likely to take advanced academic math courses than students in local labor 
markets with lower concentrations of these jobs. Their course-taking patterns are largely a 
function of their schools offering greater numbers of CTE courses and providing a less 
rigorous academic curriculum. High-achievers face the greatest advanced math course-
taking penalties.  
The remainder of this dissertation examines the gendered consequences of linking 
high school training to local jobs in places that rely more heavily on blue-collar work. I 
find that a greater emphasis on blue-collar courses and weaker college-preparatory 
curriculum in schools in these communities do not appear to harm the labor market 
outcomes of men in early adulthood. However, results suggest severe postsecondary and 
labor market penalties for young women. Overall, this dissertation highlights a local 
economic dimension of (gendered) opportunities for educational and occupational 
success. It points to schools—as gatekeepers to skills training and embedded within 
communities—as an important force in this stratification process.
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 Chapter 1: Introduction  
 
Motivation 
The link between schools and the labor force is key to the functioning of every 
modern society and is a primary mechanism in the reproduction and disruption of social 
stratification. Depending on the economic and socio-cultural goals of the United States at 
the time, educational policies since the late 19th century have oscillated between 
emphasizing vocational skills and promoting a rigorous academic curriculum.  Debates 
about the type and level of education needed to succeed in the new economy have 
recently heightened as the nation strives to produce a globally competitive workforce and 
regain economic vitality after the Great Recession.  
Although schools offer, and students take, more academically rigorous courses 
than ever before (Domina 2006), some scholars and policymakers call for further 
curricular intensification.  They argue that advanced high school coursework is 
imperative to prepare students for a bachelor’s degree (Adelman 2006) and to develop the 
analytic skills increasingly required by most good jobs in the knowledge economy. The 
college-wage premium and the growing chasm between “good” and “bad” jobs 
(Kalleberg 2013) support these claims (e.g., Carnevale and Desrochers 2002, Hout 2012; 
Moretti 2013). From a social equity perspective, these scholars assert that increasing 
access to academically rigorous coursework can reduce status-group inequalities in 
education (Gamoran and Hannigan 2000; Adelman 2006). Research adopting a skill-
biased technological change argument warns that income inequality will continue to rise 
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unless the U.S. commits to training a more highly educated workforce (Goldin and Katz 
2010).  
Alongside proponents of further academic curricular intensification are scholars 
and policymakers who advocate for a re-emphasis on career and technical education 
(CTE) coursework to train students for specific skills demanded by sub-baccalaureate 
jobs.  They challenge the “college for all” prescription because they are concerned that 
high schools offer inadequate training for mid-skill sub-baccalaureate jobs. In addition, 
this camp points to the fifty-percent of college enrollees who do not earn a degree, but are 
left with the burden of college loans and lack the specialized training required for better 
paying sub-baccalaureate jobs (Symonds, Schwartz and Ferguson 2011). Blue-collar jobs 
have been touted as exemplars of sub-baccalaureate “good” jobs, with President Obama’s 
incendiary comparison between the earnings of skilled manufacturing workers and art 
history degree holders representing a recent example at the highest-level.   
Common to each camp has been the tendency to overlook important dimensions 
of high school training for jobs in the new economy that have implications for education 
and labor force stratification. First, this debate has emphasized the type of training that 
will best prepare students to meet the job demands of the national economy, but it has 
paid little attention to the local nature of jobs and schools. This national focus is evident 
from the National Defense Education Act (1958) to the policy report Rising Above the 
Gathering Storm (2007).  Most sociological research on the topic has been consistent 
with this larger societal focus; in the 1960s, scholars moved from a conceptualization of 
schools as intimately tied to the communities they served to schools as agents of social 
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reproduction within the broader occupational division of labor to meet national needs 
(Arum 2000). However, there is a spatial division of labor in the kinds of jobs driving 
local economies that is more uneven today than ever. This “new geography of jobs” 
(Moretti 2013) translates into different education and skill levels needed for employment 
across communities. Historically, schools have offered coursework related to local labor 
markets (Rury 1991), and some scholars suggest that tight couplings between local 
economies and school curricula may persist (Mickelson 1999; Ray and Mickelson 
1990). Indeed, alongside initiatives like the Common Core State Standards that 
standardize academic curricula across schools is a countervailing wave of new state 
educational policies aimed at reviving specialized technical training, especially in areas 
where blue-collar jobs persist. 
If so, the character of high school training may be related to the education and 
skill levels associated with local jobs. The human capital demands of the local labor 
market in communities where a greater proportion of jobs require a bachelor’s degree 
may coincide with those many scholars and government task forces argue are imperative 
to thrive in today’s economy, keep pace with rapidly-changing technology, and weather 
labor market vicissitudes (Carnevale and Desrochers 2002; Fernandez 2001; Fischer and 
Hout 2006; Goldin and Katz 2009; Hanushek, Woessmann and Zhang 2011; Hout 2012; 
National Academy of Sciences 2007). In other communities, the skills and education 
required to meet labor market demands may be more in line with the career and technical 
education focus of those who argue against a curriculum solely influenced by the college-
for-all mandate.  
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In addition to neglecting the local nature of schools and the diversity of jobs 
across communities, discourse surrounding the best type of high school training to 
prepare all students for labor market success has ignored the gendered character of sub-
baccalaureate jobs.  Whereas jobs that require a four-year degree or higher have become 
increasingly integrated, sub-baccalaureate jobs remain highly sex-segregated. This is 
especially true among blue-collar occupations—the few remaining, good-paying sub-
baccalaureate jobs (Carnevale et al. 2011). Thus, while academically rigorous high school 
training aimed to prepare all students for four-year colleges and professional jobs may 
benefit both men and women, high school training related to blue-collar jobs may only 
benefit men, if it benefits them at all. Because blue-collar jobs are unevenly distributed 
across place, the potential link between high school training and local jobs may lead to 
gender-divergent education and labor market outcomes that shape unique patterns of 
gender inequality in communities where blue-collar jobs persist. 
Current Study 
This dissertation investigates these local economic and gendered dimensions of 
the high school training debate that have been neglected in academic research and policy 
discussions.  I focus specifically on how an economic characteristic of communities—the 
kinds of jobs that employ a large share of its workers—structures students’ education and 
labor force outcomes through shaping their access to academic and vocational high 
school course offerings. It will spotlight the gendered educational and early labor market 
consequences of linking high school training to highly sex-segregated jobs in the context 
of blue-collar communities.  
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I will first examine whether schools in local labor markets that rely more heavily 
on sub-baccalaureate jobs offer courses more aligned with CTE training and provide a 
less rigorous academic curriculum. It is possible that communities with higher shares of 
workers in sub-baccalaureate jobs invest in both CTE course offerings without sacrificing 
the academic rigor of their academic curriculum.  If so, schools in these communities 
may graduate students that are both career- and college-ready. However, research that I 
discuss in Chapter 3 suggests that this may not be the case; schools in these labor markets 
have fewer resources to offer academically challenging coursework, and case studies 
suggest that schools may offer coursework related to local jobs even independent of 
financial resources. A relationship between school curricula and local jobs would reveal a 
greater complexity to larger policy debates that privilege national economic demands. 
Most importantly, the interplay between high school course offerings and local jobs may 
result in students having uneven access to coursework across place.  These relationships 
would further challenge the idea of a meritocratic education system and reveal a 
connection between high school training and a local economic dimension of inequality. 
This linkage has been largely obscured by research privileging national-level economic 
demands and broader patterns of status-group inequality.    
The remainder of the dissertation examines gender stratification as a function of 
place and investigates how schools and communities interact to shape gender inequality 
in the context of highly gendered local labor market opportunities.  Specifically, I look at 
the potential relationship between high school curricula and jobs in blue-collar 
communities and ask whether high school training in blue-collar communities 
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(re)produces gender stratification in high school, college, and labor force outcomes. 
Research investigating gender disparities in education outcomes has paid little attention 
to local labor market conditions, with only a few exceptions (Riegle-Crumb and Moore 
2014; Werum 2002). Furthermore, although studies have considered the role of local 
economic opportunities in shaping between- and within- gender inequalities in labor 
market outcomes (Cotter et al. 1998; Gauchat, Kelly and Wallace 2012; McCall 2000; 
McCall 2001), this research has not considered how the high school educational 
experiences of young men and women across these communities may foreshadow gender 
inequality in the labor force. Below, I further discuss the reasoning behind examining the 
gendered consequences of high school training in blue-collar communities. 
The Case of Blue-Collar Communities 
The decision to focus on the educational and labor force outcomes of men and 
women who attended high school and transitioned to work or college in blue-collar 
communities draws on three main motivations. First, I expect the relationship between 
school course offerings and local jobs to be strongest within blue-collar communities. 
Blue-collar jobs are among the only sub-baccalaureate jobs that require specialized skills 
(Carnevale et al. 2011), and, historically, the linkage between high school training and 
local industry was tightest in the Northeastern urban industrial centers—where blue-
collar jobs dominated the local economy.  This emphasis on local jobs resulted in early 
differences in academic course offerings and course-taking across regional economies 
(Rury 1991). Furthermore, the sub-baccalaureate labor market is largely local, with 
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employers searching for sub-baccalaureate workers locally and having relationships with 
local educational providers (Grubb 1999). 
Second, if schools in blue-collar communities offer greater numbers of blue-collar 
related courses and fewer advanced academic courses relative to schools in non-blue-
collar communities, this gendered curriculum may result in significant educational and 
labor market penalties for women because the majority of today’s sub-baccalaureate jobs 
that pay good wages are male-dominated (Carnevale et al. 2011). In addition, the returns 
to education are higher for women than for men (DiPrete and Buchmann 2006), with 
striking wage gaps existing among women with and without a college degree (McCall 
2000, 2001).  Furthermore, previous research indicates that women have few 
opportunities to obtain training for employment in blue-collar jobs, and women who have 
managed to enter blue-collar jobs have been primarily relegated to the most “invisible” 
(Rosen 1987) and “alienating” jobs (Blauner 1964) within the industry.  If the promise of 
good-paying blue-collar work falls short for women, a curriculum that fosters a school-
to-work link for some young men but does not prepare women for four-year college will 
likely result in gendered tradeoffs in the labor market.  
Lastly, this dissertation’s focus on the gendered consequences of linking high 
school training with local jobs presents a unique opportunity to reduce some of the 
selection bias concerns inherent in studies examining the effects of vocational and 
academic course-taking on students’ postsecondary and labor market outcomes. Because 
students select into coursework on unobservable characteristics, examining whether blue-
collar or college-preparatory math course-taking, for example, shape students’ post-high 
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school outcomes is problematic for causal inference. This study focuses on how school 
curricular opportunities across local labor markets shape students’ course-taking. Since 
students do not choose the local labor market in which they attend high school or the 
course options available at their schools, investigating students whose course-taking is a 
function of school course offerings may provide greater leverage in understanding the 
postsecondary and labor market consequences of CTE and academic course-taking.  
A gender analysis of the link between blue-collar high school training and blue-
collar jobs is timely and needed given recent political discussions and legislative 
initiatives promoting this coupling. Some scholars, finding greater gender inequality in 
wages in manufacturing areas, label these kinds of initiatives as “nostalgic” (McCall 
1998) and misplaced in our expanding knowledge-based economy (Moretti 2013). 
However, policy makers, businesses, and other scholars point to the growing number of 
often well-paying, blue-collar jobs that must be filled with mid-skill workers. Both 
legislators and scholars have argued that students are not acquiring the specialized 
technical training in high school and/or community college that sub-baccalaureate jobs 
demand. I examine whether females’ education and labor market outcomes suffer from a 
link between high school training related to local blue-collar jobs within this current 
policy context and against the background of national trends in which women are 
exceeding men in educational attainment (DiPrete and Buchmann 2013). A gendered 
curriculum oriented towards blue-collar training without a strong college-preparatory 
focus may result in divergent education outcomes for men and women.  If this is the case, 
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women who receive high school training in blue-collar communities may face more 
disadvantages in the labor force. 
Research Aims and Dissertation Outline 
This dissertation uses the Education Longitudinal Study of 2002 (ELS:2002), a 
nationally representative dataset, to investigate whether and how the occupational 
structure of the local labor market shapes males’ and females’ high school training, 
college, and labor market outcomes. The research aims that this dissertation explores are 
outlined below. Chapter 3 investigates the first two aims, Chapter 5 examines the third 
aim, and the fourth aim is explored in Chapter 6. 
Research Aim 1: Investigate whether schools in communities with higher 
concentrations of workers in sub-baccalaureate jobs devote a larger share of their 
curricula to CTE courses and a smaller share to advanced academic coursework.  
 
Research Aim 2a: Investigate whether students in communities with higher 
concentrations of workers in sub-baccalaureate jobs take greater numbers of CTE 
courses and have lower odds of taking advanced academic math. 
 
Research Aim 2b: Examine whether unequal access to course offerings explains 
any observed relationships between the concentration of workers in sub-
baccalaureate jobs and student course-taking. 
 
Research Aim 3a: Investigate whether males and females in communities with 
higher concentrations of blue-collar workers take greater numbers of blue-collar 
courses and have lower odds of taking advanced academic math relative to their 
peers in communities with lower concentrations of blue-collar workers. 
 
Research Aim 3b: Examine the role of school course offerings in explaining 
course-taking disparities across communities with higher and lower 
concentrations of blue-collar workers.  
 
Research Aim 4: Investigate whether high school training in blue-collar 
communities benefits both men and women by examining gender disparities in 
males’ and females’ postsecondary and labor market outcomes. 
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 Taken together, the goal of the first two research aims is to understand whether 
schools in communities with heavier concentrations of jobs that typically do not require 
bachelor’s degrees shape the relative academic and vocational emphasis of school course 
offerings and student course-taking (Chapter 3). The school analysis pays close attention 
to how school resources may limit the types of courses these schools offer and examines 
a potential relationship between the local labor market and school course offerings 
independent of these resources. The student analysis focuses on the role of school course 
offerings in mediating observed relationships between the share of local sub-
baccalaureate workers and student course-taking.  
The remainder of this dissertation focuses on the gendered education and labor 
market consequences of high school training in blue-collar communities. Chapter 4 
provides the background and motivation for examining this special case. Chapter 5 
investigates the relationships between the concentration of blue-collar workers in the 
community, blue-collar and advanced academic high school course offerings, and males’ 
and females’ blue-collar and advanced academic course-taking.  In Chapters 3 and 5, 
particular attention is paid to whether the greatest disparities between students across 
local labor markets exist among higher-achievers—those students who are best 
positioned to take advanced math during the last few years of high school. Chapter 6 
examines whether high school training in blue-collar communities benefits both males 
and females by examining gender disparities in postsecondary enrollment and labor force 
outcomes.  I pay attention to within-gender differences across communities with higher 
and lower concentrations of blue-collar workers and between-gender differences within 
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communities that have similar shares of blue-collar workers. Chapter 2 describes the 
general data and methods common to each analytic chapter. In Chapter 7, I provide a 
summary and discussion of the findings. Taken together, this dissertation suggests a local 
economic dimension of (gendered) opportunities for educational and occupational 
success, and it highlights schools—as gatekeepers to skills training and embedded within 
communities—as an important force in this stratification process.  
Broader Implications 
Tensions surrounding the type of high school training required for success in the 
new economy run high. Conflicting messages from academics and policy-makers have 
been distilled by the mainstream media; prominent newspapers run articles supporting 
each prescription, from “The Case for Blue-Collar Work: College No Longer Guarantees 
Success”1 to “Is College Worth It”? Clearly, New Data Say.”2 These opposing bold 
claims suggest that each form of high school training may benefit some stakeholders, and 
there may be inevitable tradeoffs to high school training geared towards college-going 
and tailored towards sub-baccalaureate jobs.  
 This dissertation discusses these tradeoffs and engages in this larger debate 
through interpreting the relationships found among local labor markets, high school 
curricula, and education and labor market outcomes from multiple angles.  Underlying 
each of the relationships between the local labor market, school curricula, and student 
                                                        
1 The Guardian, U.S. Edition. http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/feb/19/college-no-longer-
guarantees-success 




educational and labor market outcomes are tensions among local economies, the national 
economy, and individuals. I draw attention to instances of alignment and misalignment 
between these stakeholders’ interests and contextualize results by examining who 
benefits and who loses from each perspective. This dissertation pays attention to how the 
employment opportunities circumscribed by local economic opportunities and their 
relationships with school curricula may simultaneously disadvantage some and create 
unexpected educational and occupational opportunity for others.  Finally, I discuss how 
high school training in blue-collar communities shapes females’ educational and labor 
market outcomes in ways that coincide with and deviate from patterns of gender 




Chapter 2: Data and Methods 
This chapter provides information on the data and methods that are common 
across analytic chapters 3, 5, and 6. Specific data and methods information is detailed 
within each analytic chapter.   
Data  
This dissertation uses data from the Educational Longitudinal Study of 2002 
(ELS:2002), a nationally representative study of about 750 schools and 16,000 students 
conducted by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). The data offer rich 
sociodemographic, high school, postsecondary, and early labor market profiles of a 
nationally representative group of sophomore students in 2002. These students were 
followed-up in 2004, 2006 (two years following expected year of high school 
graduation), and 2012 (eight years following expected year of high school graduation). 
These data are ideal for this research because NCES collected student high school 
transcripts and school course catalogs from about 93% of participating schools.  
The school sample is limited to schools that provided course catalogs and to 
public schools to obtain school district fiscal information from the Common Core of Data 
(CCD) (n=540). The student sample is restricted to high school sophomores attending 
public schools in the base-year survey  (n=12,770).  To investigate course-taking 
differences across local labor markets, samples in Chapters 3 and 4 are restricted to 
students with high school transcript information (n=11,610).  Chapter 5 investigates 
student postsecondary and labor market outcomes following high school and in early 
adulthood. Analyses predicting post-high school destinations two-years out of high 
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school are restricted to high school graduates who were attending public schools when 
they were sophomores in high school and who participated in the 2006 follow-up and the 
2002 base year survey (n=10,080).  The final analyses predict labor force outcomes in 
early adulthood and are restricted to public high school sophomore students who 
graduated from high school and participated in the 2002 base-year and 2012 follow-up 
surveys (n=9,190). Per NCES guidelines, sample sizes are rounded to the nearest 10. 
Local labor market information is obtained through linking schools in ELS:2002 
to 2000 U.S. Census data, the year that most of these students entered their freshman year 
of high school. District per-pupil expenditures are obtained from the 2000-2001 CCD, 
data collected annually by the NCES with a wide-range of information on U.S. public 
schools and districts.  
Measures 
Local Labor Market 
There is no general consensus on the best way to empirically capture the “local 
labor market.” Studies have operationalized the local labor market using Metropolitan 
Statistical Areas (MSAs), counties, commuting zones (CZs), and census blocks. In this 
dissertation, the operationalization of the local economy depends on the overarching 
research goal. In Chapter 3, I investigate the relationship between the percentage of 
workers in sub-baccalaureate jobs in the local labor market, school course offerings, and 
student course-taking. This measure is intended to capture the general level of education 
and types of skills typical of jobs in the area, but is not industry- or occupation-specific.  
Thus, I operationalize the local labor market in Chapter 3 at the commuting zone level, 
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which is consistent with recent work that classifies local labor markets by the share of 
workers employed in occupations associated with broad tasks (Autor and Dorn 2013). 
Commuting zones were developed by the Economic Research Service branch of the 
United States Department of Agriculture and are clusters of counties that are 
economically linked through strong commuting ties. 
In Chapters 5 and 6, I investigate the gendered consequences of high school 
training in blue-collar communities—places formerly studied as “company towns” that 
inspired ethnographies on the dynamics of stratification in towns and cities.  Because I 
am interested in examining gender stratification in contemporary blue-collar 
communities, I operationalize the local labor market at the county-level in these chapters. 
Using county economic characteristics allows me to retain rural communities, unlike 
MSAs.  In addition, the share of blue-collar workers in counties is likely more closely 
tied to high school training than the share of blue-collar workers in the larger commuting 
zones, which is what ancillary analyses suggested. Given only 580 schools and a 
declining number of communities with heavy concentrations of blue-collar workers, this 
smaller unit of analysis allows me to exploit a larger degree of variation. MSAs and CZs, 
on the other hand, run the risk of masking this variation of interest and rendering these 
communities empirically invisible. To classify workers in the local labor market, I use the 
Census 2000 two-digit major occupation groups that were based on the 2000 Standard 





High School Training 
 Course offerings and course-taking were identified within the school course 
catalog and high school transcripts by their Classification of Secondary School Courses 
(CSSC) code—a hierarchical, 6-digit code that indicates a course’s main area of study, 
the sub-category of study, and specific name.  
Advanced math course-taking and the academic rigor of school curricula are 
measures common to each analytic chapter.  Advanced math course-taking is a 
dichotomous indicator of whether a student attempted a math course beyond Algebra II 
by the end of high school—an indicator of college-preparation and a strong predictor of 
college enrollment and completion (Adelman 2006). This measure was constructed from 
an ordinal-level measure indicating the highest math course level a student attempted by 
the end of high school  (0=no math; 1=basic/remedial math; 2=general/applied math; 
3=pre-algebra; 4=Algebra 1; 5=geometry; 6=Algebra 2; 7=advanced math/precalculus; 
8=calculus) (see Riegle-Crumb and Grodsky 2010 for more detailed information). The 
academic rigor of schools’ math curricula parallels ths student measure and is 
operationalized as the number or percentage of courses offered above Algebra II. Overall 
academic rigor of schools’ curricula is measured through AP/IB course offerings, include 
those in the social studies, math, science, English, and the fine arts. Other course-taking 
and course offering variables are described separately in each chapter.    
Control Variables 
All analyses control for the following sociodemographic factors: race/ethnicity, 
highest parental education, parental income and family structure. In ancillary analyses, I 
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also controlled for parental occupation.  Results are robust to this measure, and I do not 
include this control in models due to its strong association with parental education. 
Models control for the percentage of civilians over age 16 in the county who are 
unemployed, constructed using U.S. Census county-level data. I also control for students’ 
base-year math achievement test score, whether the student transferred to a new school, 
and other academic background indicators. 
All analyses control for school urbanicity, district per-pupil expenditures, the 
percentage of students eligible for free- or reduced-price lunch, school percent minority, 
vocational and magnet school flags, and number of total school courses offered. Seven 
percent of public high schools did not provide a course catalog, so these schools were 
dropped from the school analysis. Course offerings were imputed for schools without 
course catalogs for the student-level analyses. An indicator of whether the respondent’s 
high school provided a course catalog is included as a control. In an attempt to address 
time-invariant, unobserved heterogeneity between the states in which schools are located, 
all analyses include state fixed-effects. 
Weighted descriptive statistics are shown for the sample of public high school 
sophomores and for the sample of public high schools in Appendix A. 
General Analytic Strategy 
Depending on the nature of the dependent variable, this dissertation uses Ordinary 
Least Squares (OLS), logistic, or multinomial logistic regressions to investigate the 
research questions. I employ a nested modeling approach in order to examine whether 
high school course offerings mediate the associations between the local labor market and 
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the dependent variables of interest and whether math achievement test scores moderate 
the associations between the local labor market and student course-taking.  Because a 
primary question of this research is whether high school training mediates any observed 
associations between the local labor market and males’ and females’ outcomes, I report 
logit coefficients in the form of average marginal effects (AME), which are unsusceptible 
to changes in unobserved heterogeneity across logistic regression models (Mood 2010). 
The “suest” command in Stata is used in order to assess whether changes in coefficients 
across models from OLS regressions are statistically significant. Tables with selected 
coefficients are shown in the text and full models are available in the appendices. 
 Analyses are weighted with the appropriate NCES weight to adjust for unequal 
probability of selection into the ELS:2002 sample of students. The survey command 
(“svy”) in Stata 13.0 is used to incorporate the appropriate student sample weight and 
adjust for clustering within schools—a strategy for handling clustered data that requires 
fewer assumptions than Hierarchical Linear Modeling (HLM) (Primo, Jacobsmeier and 
Milyo 2007). As a robustness test, I compared results from models using the “svy” 
command with those produced with HLM.  Consistent with other work comparing both 
strategies for handling clustered data (Warren and Edwards 2005), ancillary analyses 
from the first chapter using Hierarchical Linear Modeling (HLM) produced substantively 
identical results to those using the “svy” command in STATA. I use multiple imputation 
to handle missing data on the independent variables. No school or student variable has 
missing values exceeding 10%, except for student expectations (15%).  
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Chapter 3: Preparing for Local Labor in a Global Economy: Local 
Labor Markets, High School Course Offerings, 
and Student Course-Taking 
 
Introduction 
As early as the late nineteenth century, scholars and policymakers have argued 
that the primary purpose of schools is to supply employers with a trained workforce—in 
contrast to the progressive ideal of public schools as places to nurture well-rounded 
citizens. Today, they have voiced concerns about disparities in young adults’ preparation 
for the knowledge-based economy, the rising college-wage premium, and the growing 
chasm between “good” and “bad” jobs (e.g., Carnevale and Desrochers 2002, Hout 2012; 
Kalleberg 2013).  These concerns, combined with pressures to regain economic vitality 
after the Great Recession, have heightened public debates over the type of high school 
training that will best prepare students for good jobs in the new economy.  
Today, calls for further academic curricular intensification to prepare high school 
students for a four-year degree (Adelman 2006), efforts to re-focus energy towards career 
and technical education (CTE) coursework to train students for specific skills demanded 
by sub-baccalaureate jobs (Symonds, Schwartz, and Ferguson 2011), and prescriptions to 
prepare students for both four-year college enrollment and sub-baccalaureate careers 
(Perkins Act of 2006) are each represented in academic and policy discussions. Leaders 
of these discussions and major educational reforms and reports, including the National 
Defense Education Act (1958) and Rising Above the Gathering Storm (2007), primarily 
focus on how schools can provide students with the skills to meet national economic 
demands and create a globally competitive workforce. Indeed, the Common Core State 
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Standards Initiative aims to standardize curriculum across the nation’s schools. Yet, 
recent work suggests a “new geography of jobs” (Moretti 2013) in which the distribution 
of jobs requiring higher- and lower- levels of education has never been more uneven 
across places within the United States. Given this trend, the education levels required to 
meet local labor market demands may align more with the four-year college-for-all ethos 
in some places and more with the initiatives to revive a strong CTE emphasis in others.  
In addition to this tendency to focus on national needs, the 1960s marked a shift in 
sociological research rooted in both status-attainment and social reproduction paradigms. 
Studies moved from conceptualizing schools as intimately connected with the dynamics 
of local communities to how they served or reproduced inequalities within broader 
society (Arum 2000). Yet, schools are not only microcosms of society that train students 
for highly differentiated jobs demanded by the national economy, they are also embedded 
within the communities they serve and, at least historically, have geared training to the 
skills demands of local jobs (Rury 1991). 
Few contemporary and no nationally representative studies have examined the 
relationship between local labor markets and school course offerings. Case studies, 
however, have documented enduring tight couplings between local economic interests 
and school curricula (Mickelson 1999; Ray and Mickelson 1990). In this chapter, I 
investigate the potential relationships among the local labor market, school course 
offerings, and student course-taking in today’s economy, focusing specifically on the 
variation in local workers employed in sub-baccalaureate jobs. This is an important 
examination given reinvigorated debates surrounding the merits of a career-focused 
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versus a four-year college preparatory curriculum, in addition to the substantial (Bozick 
2009) and increasing spatial polarization between jobs requiring bachelor’s and sub-
baccalaureate degrees (Moretti 2013). 
The first part of this chapter will examine whether schools in local labor markets 
with higher concentrations of workers employed in sub-baccalaureate jobs devote a larger 
share of their curricula to CTE courses and devote a smaller share of their academic 
course offerings to advanced coursework compared to schools in local labor markets with 
lower concentrations of these jobs. In addressing this question, I discuss how both school 
resources (i.e., socioeconomic status composition and available monetary funds) and 
school curricular investments, independent of these resources, may underlie variation in 
the relative CTE or advanced academic character of school course offerings across these 
local economic contexts. 
The second half of this study extends the analysis to explore potential connections 
among the local labor market, high school course offerings, and student course-taking.  
Specifically, I ask whether students attending schools in local labor markets with higher 
concentrations of sub-baccalaureate jobs take greater numbers of CTE courses and have 
lower odds of taking an advanced academic math course—a math course above Algebra 
II— by the end of high school. Many states now require Algebra II as a high school 
graduation requirement, but research finds that taking a math course beyond Algebra II 
represents a critical threshold at which students’ odds of attending college drastically 
increase (Adelman 2006).  Next, I examine whether disparities in CTE and academic 
student course-taking across these local economic contexts are a function of differences 
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in CTE and academic school course offerings.  Finally, this chapter will look at whether 
the course-taking gap between local labor markets with higher- and lower- concentrations 
of sub-baccalaureate jobs is widest among higher-achieving students—those who are best 
positioned to take advanced math and attend a four-year college.  
Background 
The Relationship Between Local Labor Markets and School Course Offerings 
In their research on rural-urban differences in AP/IB course offerings, Roscigno et 
al. (2006) assert that high school course offerings are a function of both resources that 
constrain or expand course offering options and curricular investments independent of 
available resources. Access to resources and decisions to invest in certain types of 
coursework may also underlie a relationship between high school curricular foci and the 
local labor market. For example, research shows that the local labor market affects family 
and community resources (Tomaskovic-Devey 1987; Wilson 1987), which, in turn, 
influence school resources such as available funds and school socioeconomic 
composition (Roscigno et al. 2006). For example, since a portion of school revenue is 
derived from ad valorem taxes, schools in areas with higher concentrations of low-wage 
jobs tend to draw from a smaller pool of funds (Roscigno 1995). These schools likely 
face greater educational spending constraints than schools in places with lower 
concentrations of low-wage jobs. Given the four-year college wage premium, schools in 
areas with higher concentrations of sub-baccalaureate workers may have fewer resources 




Research demonstrates links between these different types of resources and the 
kinds of courses schools offer.  For example, studies link lower per-pupil expenditures 
and lower-status student bodies to less rigorous academic curricula (Adelman 2006; 
Klugman 2013; Roscigno, Tomaskovic-Devey and Crowley 2006). Administrators may 
expect poorer and wealthier students to be interested in different kinds of courses, and 
these expectations may lead to curriculum differences in poorer and wealthier schools 
(Oakes 2005).  Research also suggests that lower-SES students are the least likely to 
attend high schools that offer math courses beyond Algebra II (Adelman 2006).  This 
may be because more highly educated parents are more likely to act individually and 
collectively to procure educational advantages for their children (Lareau 1987; Lucas 
2001), including requesting that schools offer more AP courses (Klugman 2013). 
Drawing from this research, I expect that schools in local labor markets with higher 
concentrations of workers in sub-baccalaureate jobs will devote a larger share of their 
curricula to CTE courses and offer a less rigorous academic curriculum compared to 
schools in local labor markets with lower concentrations of workers in these jobs, in part 
because these schools have fewer resources.  
Whereas national economic interests have shaped large-scale curricular 
initiatives, local economic interests may shape school curricular offerings in ways that 
don’t align with national goals. For example, Roscigno et al. (2006:2124) speculate that 
administrators and schools boards may “invest resources in a manner consistent with the 
perceived needs of the local population and local labor markets.” They intimate that these 
investment choices may explain urban-rural-suburban differences in curriculum, 
24 
 
including Advanced Placement (AP) course offerings. As Ainsworth and Roscigno 
(2005:266) suggest, schools may emphasize particular types of coursework as a way of 
“training the future local labor pool.” Indeed, in a case study of high school tracking, 
Oakes and Guitton (1995) note that one of the district’s major goals was to offer CTE 
courses that aligned with local economic demands.   
Additionally, studies suggest that local economic interests may shape the 
character of school course offerings through business-school partnerships and economic 
stakeholders’ influence on school boards and educational task force teams (Ray and 
Mickelson 1990; Shea, Kahane and Sola 1990). From early 20th century textile factory 
owners constructing a school dedicated to teaching factory skills (Bartlett et al. 2002) to a 
large computer firm directly shaping course offerings in a North Carolina school district 
(Mickelson 1999), explicit alliances between local businesses and school curricula have a 
long history (Bowles and Gintis 1976; Gelberg 1997; Shea, Kahane and Sola 1990).  
It is possible for schools to offer a strong CTE curriculum without sacrificing 
academically rigorous coursework by devoting a larger share of their academic 
curriculum to higher-level, advanced courses. However, the studies discussed above 
suggest that course offerings may mirror the skill- and education-levels associated with 
local jobs. Thus, I expect that schools in local labor markets with higher concentrations of 
workers employed in sub-baccalaureate jobs devote a larger share of their curricula to 
CTE courses and offer a less rigorous academic curriculum compared to schools in local 




The Local Labor Market and Student Course-taking  
This study’s second set of questions extends the analysis to investigate 
relationships among the local labor market, high school course offerings, and student 
course-taking. A large body of literature exists on within- and between-school 
stratification in student course-taking. However, only one study to my knowledge 
examines the relationship between student course-taking and the local labor market 
(Riegle-Crumb and Moore 2013).  This study focused on local shares of female STEM 
workers and gender gaps in high school physics course-taking.  
If schools in areas with higher concentrations of sub-baccalaureate jobs devote a 
larger share of their curricula to courses that reflect the related skills and lower 
educational requirements of these jobs, then differences in students’ course-taking may 
be a function of different course-taking options. The relationship between school course 
offerings and student course-taking may be direct; schools with a greater share of CTE 
courses and a less rigorous academic curriculum may translate into uneven access to 
these courses for students.  
Research suggests that school course offerings may also shape student course-
taking indirectly.  For example, students may be less likely to take academically rigorous 
courses in schools that provide more alternatives to academically intensive courses (Lee, 
Smith and Croninger 1997). For these reasons, students attending schools in local labor 
markets with higher concentrations of workers employed in sub-baccalaureate jobs may 
devote a larger share to CTE coursework and be less likely to take advanced math due to 
high school course offering differences. 
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Students’ course-taking may also be related to the local economy in ways that are 
independent of school course offerings. First, local economic opportunities may shape 
students’ educational investments. Bozick (2009) found that students are more likely to 
attend college in Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSAs) where more jobs require 
bachelor’s degrees compared with MSAs where more jobs require only a high school 
diploma. Bozick and Deluca (2011) and Petrin, Schaft, and Meece (2014) analyzed 
student reports of reasons they did not attend college and found that perceptions of local 
job opportunities played an important role in their decisions to enter the labor force. 
Similarly, Walters (1984:659) suggests that “students use schooling as a means of 
preparation for anticipated future occupations”. She found that national high school and 
college enrollments between 1952 and 1979 were positively associated with the 
expansion of occupations requiring higher levels of education.   
The local labor market may also shape student course-taking by circumscribing 
students’ ideas about possible or desirable occupations. For example, Riegle-Crumb and 
Moore (2013) found that females were more likely to take physics classes if they lived in 
places with more female STEM professionals. They suggest that these labor markets may 
expand the range of occupations that female students perceive as possible for themselves. 
At the same time, the local economic context may also constrain students’ perceptions of 
occupational choices. A qualitative study on gender in schools suggests that male 
students living in a town that predominately relied on blue-collar jobs viewed academic 
success as feminine and associated masculinity with manual labor (Morris 2008).  
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This study cannot empirically adjudicate between the various mechanisms 
underlying independent relationships between the local labor market and high school 
course offerings and local labor markets and student course-taking. As discussed earlier, 
some studies suggest that schools may offer coursework that aligns with local labor 
demands. Studies also suggest that local labor markets may influence course-taking by 
affecting students’ access to courses and jobs, knowledge about possible career pathways, 
and preferences for work. Local job opportunities may also shape students’ human capital 
investment decisions. However, it is important to note that school- and student-level 
educational investments are constrained by and made within opportunity structures that 
vary widely across local labor markets (Roscigno and Crowley 2001). Moreover, 
variation in schools’ and students’ curricular decisions across local labor markets may 
reflect different cultural orientations that are “embedded in community histories and 
especially stratification histories” (Roscigno 2006:2139). In reality, human capital 
investments in addition to socialization and cultural processes likely interact with one 
another to shape educational disparities independent of more easily observed factors 
(Gambetta 1987; Hanson, Kominiak and Carlin 1997). 
The Role of Achievement 
 
Finally, this chapter explores whether student achievement levels moderate the 
association between the local labor market and advanced math course-taking. The 
greatest differences in course-taking across schools in communities with higher and 
lower shares of workers in sub-baccalaureate jobs may exist among higher-achieving 
students. High achieving students have the skills required to take these courses, so they 
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might be most affected the available advanced coursework options at their schools.  In 
addition, the course-taking enrollment decisions of those best positioned to take advanced 
coursework may depend on the extent to which they believe that advanced academic 
coursework facilitates upward mobility in their community. For example, Roscigno and 
Crowley (2001) found that rural students benefitted less from parental and school 
educational investments than their urban and suburban counterparts. They argue that this 
may be “partially a function of local labor market opportunity, specifically the lower 
return to human capital attributes (including educational credentials) in rural areas” 
(2001:289). Relatedly, in a classic study of educational plans, Sewell (1964:25) found 
that the greatest disparities in boys’ plans to attend college by place of residence occurred 
among the highest achievers; he attributed the lower educational expectations of high-
achieving farm boys compared to boys from urban cities to differences in “educational 
and cultural facilities, as well as occupational opportunities.”  
Achievement may also moderate the association between the share of local 
workers in sub-baccalaureate jobs and student advanced math course-taking due to 
institutional sorting processes. Although a corpus of research demonstrates that school 
sorting is not a meritocratic process, teachers and administrators attempt to sort students 
into more or less rigorous coursework by “ability,” typically measured by achievement 
tests. The occupational structure of the local labor market may influence whether teachers 
and counselors guide high achievers into advanced academic courses. In local labor 
markets with many jobs that require college degrees and high-tech skills, schools may be 
more likely to encourage higher-achieving students to take courses that prepare them for 
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pathways into high-status professions. Sorting high and low achieving students into 
“appropriate” course levels may be less important in schools that serve areas with high 
concentrations of sub-baccalaureate jobs. In areas with greater opportunities to obtain a 
job without a bachelor’s degree, teachers and administrators may be less likely to ensure 
that high-achievers enroll in advanced academic coursework. For these reasons, the 
relationship between student achievement and advanced math course-taking may be 
weaker in areas with higher concentrations of workers in sub-baccalaureate jobs and 
stronger in areas with lower concentrations of workers in these jobs.  
Research Questions 
This chapter addresses the following research questions: 
1a) Do schools in communities with higher concentrations of sub-  
    baccalaureate workers devote a larger share of their curricula to CTE  
   courses and a smaller share to advanced academic coursework? 1b) To  
      what extent are these relationships a function of school resources? 
2a) Do students in communities with higher concentrations of workers in sub- 
      baccalaureate jobs take greater numbers of CTE courses and have lower  
odds of taking advanced academic math? 2b) Is the relationship between  
the local labor market and advanced academic course-taking moderated by 
academic achievement? 
3)  To what extent are the relationships between the local labor market and  




Data and Methods  
School-Level Measures 
Dependent Variables: CTE and Rigor of Academic Curriculum  
 To capture the relative career/technical and academic emphases of school 
curricula, I measure CTE and advanced academic course offerings as percentages of 
schools’ total course offerings. This measure is created by dividing the number of CTE 
courses by the total number of academic, fine arts, and CTE courses and multiplying it by 
100. I define CTE courses as those that relate to the sub-baccalaureate occupations 
included in the local labor market measure (e.g., machine shop, auto mechanic, food-
service training, bookkeeping, and apparel and accessories marketing). I attempt to 
capture the academic rigor of school curricula with two measures. The first measure is a 
percentage of math course offerings above Algebra II ((number of math courses above 
Algebra II/total math course offerings)*100).  Four schools had missing values for all 
math courses and are excluded from the analysis. The second measure is a percentage of 
academic course offerings that are AP/IB ((number of AP/IB courses/total academic 
course offerings)*100).  
Independent Variables  
Local Labor Market: The independent variable is measured as the percentage of 
employed civilians 16 years of age and older in the commuting zone who are employed 
in jobs that typically do not require a four-year degree. These include occupations in 
healthcare support, food preparation and serving, building and grounds cleaning and 
maintenance, personal care and services, office and administrative support, blue-collar 
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(production; construction and extraction; transportation and material moving; and 
installation, maintenance, and repair), and farming, fishing, and forestry occupations. In 
addition, the minor occupational cluster, cash and retail occupations, was extracted from 
the major occupational group, “Sales and Related Occupations,” which includes higher 
education level jobs, such as securities, commodities, and financial services sales agents. 
School Resources. Drawing from other work (e.g., Roscigno and Crowley 2001), I 
conceptualize school resources as educational spending and school socioeconomic 
composition. Previous research has linked both to advanced academic course offerings, 
including AP course offerings (Adelman 2006; Roscigno et al. 2006; Klugman 2013).  
Consistent with other work (e.g., Roscigno 2006 et al.), this study relies on the 
CCD school district measure of the total dollars from local, state, and federal sources 
spent per child as a proxy for school educational spending. I measure school 
socioeconomic composition as the percentage of students eligible for free or reduced-
price lunch and with the school’s average level of parental education, an important 
indicator of school socioeconomic status (Frost 2007). I obtained each school’s average 
parental education level by calculating the mean of students' highest parental educational 
attainment within each school (1=less than high school; 2=high school degree; 3=some 
college; 4=four-year college degree; 5=advanced degree). I then constructed a 
dichotomous indicator from a quartile measure of this variable that indicates whether a 
school is within the 4th quartile (reference=1st, 2nd, and 3rd quartiles) for the average 
parental education of the school.  This decision was based on results demonstrating that 
only the top quartile was strongly and statistically significantly associated with the 
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outcomes of interest; however, results including dummy variables for each quintile and 
using a continuous measure of the average parental education of the school are consistent 
with those reported.  In ancillary analyses, I operationalized school SES with a measure 
indicating the proportion of students with parents in professional occupations and 
obtained consistent results. 
Controls. To address time-invariant, unobserved heterogeneity between the states 
in which schools were located, all analyses included state fixed-effects. Models do not 
control for region given the use of state fixed effects, but results are substantively 
identical with this control. This strategy better captures variation in school course 
offerings that are a function of local labor markets and limits variation that arises from 
state-level factors, such as state labor market characteristics. Results including and 
excluding state fixed-effects are consistent. Analyses also control for the percentage of 
civilians 16 years of age and older that is unemployed in the county, school size, student-
teacher ratio, and the controls described in Chapter 2. Finally, models adjust for the 
number of school courses offered (total number of total academic, CTE, and fine arts 
courses for models predicting CTE course offerings; total number of total math courses 
offered for model predicting advanced math course offerings; and total number of 
academic courses offered for models predicting AP/IB courses).  
Student-Level Measures 
Dependent Variables: CTE and Advanced Math Course-taking 
 CTE Course-taking. This measure includes the same courses as those in the CTE 
course offerings variable and is measured as the total number of CTE courses related to 
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sub-baccalaureate jobs that students enrolled in by the end of high school. CTE courses in 
this measure include those in: family and consumer science, agricultural business, natural 
resources, consumer/personal/miscellaneous services, business and office, marketing and 
distribution, engineering and engineering related technologies, vocational home 
economics, industrial arts, mechanics, precision production, transportation, and general 
labor market coursework. CTE coursework related to occupations that do not align with 
the sub-baccalaureate occupations in the labor market measure or that typically require a 
bachelor’s degree are excluded.  These include courses in computer and information 
science, education (e.g., school psychology, teacher education), business and 
management (e.g., organizational behavior, investments and finance), architecture and 
environmental design, and library and archival sciences. Results including these courses 
are consistent with those reported in this dissertation. Although these CTE courses are 
excluded, I refer to this measure as “CTE course offerings (or course-taking)” for 
simplicity. This variable is logged to accommodate its skewed distribution. 
 Advanced Math. This measure is a dichotomous indicator of whether a student 
attempted an academic math course beyond Algebra II by the end of high school. Almost 
20 states now require students to complete Algebra II to graduate from high school, but 
research suggests that taking one math course beyond Algebra II constitutes the new 
“tipping point” at which students’ odds of college enrollment and completion drastically 
increase (Adelman 2006:xvii-xix). To construct this indicator, I use an ordinal measure of 
the highest math course a student attempted by the end of high school (0=no math; 
1=basic/remedial math; 2=general/applied math; 3=pre-algebra; 4=algebra 1; 
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5=geometry; 6=algebra 2; 7=advanced math/precalculus; 8=calculus; see Riegle-Crumb 
and Grodsky 2010 for detailed information).  This measure mirrors the academic rigor of 
school math course offerings measure discussed above. 
Controls 
 In addition to the controls discussed in Chapter 2 , analyses also include controls 
for 10th grade math course level, 10th grade academic GPA, 10th grade educational 
expectations, and all school controls used in the school-level analyses. I also control for 
the total number of courses on students’ transcripts in an attempt to account for 
differences in the availability of transcript years among students with transcript 
information. In addition, analyses include a categorical measure indicating whether 
students in the base-year sample of ELS:2002 remained enrolled in their base-year school 
in 12th grade (reference), transferred to a new school, or else (dropped out, “earned a 
GED/graduated early”, were “out of scope,” or homeschooled). All student analyses also 
control for school and local labor market controls described in each analytic chapter. 






Analytic Approach   
To examine the relationship between the local labor market and school course 
offerings, I use Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regression to predict the association 
between the percentage of local workers employed in sub-baccalaureate jobs and the 
share of school course offerings devoted to CTE and advanced academic courses. I nest 
these models to assess 1) whether differences in school resources help explain observed 
associations between the local labor market and school course offerings, and 2) whether a 
relationship between the local labor market and school course offerings exists 
independent of differences in resources. In ancillary analyses, CTE and advanced 
academic course offerings were measured as count variables using Poisson, negative 
binomial, and zero-inflated negative binomial (10% of schools offer no advanced 
academic courses) regressions. Results across these specifications yield substantive 
interpretations identical to those presented. 
 For the student-level analysis, I use OLS regression to predict the total number of 
CTE coursework students took in high school (logged).  I use logistic regressions to 
predict students’ odds of taking a math course beyond Algebra II by the end of high 
school. I nest the models to assess whether differences in school course offerings mediate 
the observed associations between the local labor market and course-taking and to 
examine whether math achievement test scores moderate the relationship between the 
local labor market and students’ advanced math course-taking. Full models are included 
in Appendix B. In ancillary analyses, results predicting CTE course-taking with negative 
and zero-inflated binomial regressions produced substantive interpretations identical with 
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those presented. Results using the percentage of students’ total coursework in CTE 
courses also yield consistent results. 
Findings 
Local Labor Market and School Course Offerings 
Table 3.2 presents coefficients from an OLS regression estimating the relationship 
between the percentage of local workers employed in sub-baccalaureate jobs and the 
percentage of school course offerings dedicated to CTE courses. Model 1 shows a 
positive, statistically significant relationship (p<.001), such that a one-unit increase in the 
percentage of local workers employed in sub-baccalaureate jobs is associated with a .55 
percent increase in the share of school course offerings devote to CTE courses, on 
average and conditional on state fixed effects. Figure 3.1 depicts this relationship, 
showing that schools in local labor markets with the median percentage of workers 
employed in sub-baccalaureate jobs (59%) devote about 20% of their total course 
offerings to CTE courses. The difference in the percentage of CTE courses offered at 
schools in local labor markets that are about one standard deviation below the median 
(55%) and one standard deviation above the median (65%) for the percentage of workers 
employed in sub-baccalaureate jobs is about 6% (23%-17%), on average and conditional 
on state fixed-effects. This is about two-thirds of a standard deviation difference in the 












Figure 3.1. The Relationship between the Local Labor Market and High School  
                   Course Offerings 
 
      Note: Predicted course offerings are calculated from Models 1 of Tables 3.2 and 3.3. 
               % of local workers in sub-baccalaureate jobs: Median-59.17; SD-5.68 
 
The second model in Table 3.2 indicates that a statistically significant relationship 
remains between the local labor market and CTE course offerings, net of state fixed 
effects, school, and local labor market demographics, including the percentage of 
students who are members of racial/ethnic minority groups in the school, the percentage 
of unemployed workers in the local labor market, and other characteristics. To what 
extent is the relationship between the local labor market and CTE course offerings a 
function of differences in school resources? Controlling for school resources in Model 
3—specifically per-pupil expenditures and school membership in the top quartile for 
average parental education—reduces the magnitude of the relationship by about 30%. 
Ancillary analyses indicate a statistically significant difference between Models 2 and 3 
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in the local labor market coefficients. Even after adjusting for school resources and other 
factors, schools in local labor markets with higher concentrations of workers in sub-
baccalaureate jobs dedicate a larger share of their course offerings to CTE courses, on 
average (p<.01).   
 Table 3.3 presents coefficients from an OLS regression predicting the relationship 
between the percentage of local workers employed in sub-baccalaureate jobs and the 
rigor of school academic curriculum. The first set of models shows the relationship 
between the local labor market and the academic rigor of schools’ math curricula. Model 
1 indicates that, conditional on state fixed-effects, a one-unit increase in the percentage of 
local workers employed in sub-baccalaureate jobs is associated with about a .49 decrease 
in the percent of math courses offered beyond Algebra II, on average. This relationship is 
depicted in Figure 3.1, showing that schools in local labor markets with the median 
percentage of workers employed in sub-baccalaureate jobs (59%) devote about 30% of 
their total math course offerings to those above Algebra II. The difference in the 
percentage of math courses offered beyond Algebra II at schools in local labor markets 
that were one standard deviation below the median and one standard deviation above the 
median for the percentage of workers employed in sub-baccalaureate jobs is about five 
percent (31%-26%), on average and conditional on state fixed-effects. This difference 
translates into a little under half of a standard deviation difference in the percentage of 




Controlling for basic school and contextual demographic variables in Model 2 
barely changes the magnitude of this relationship. After adjusting for school resources in 
Model 3, the strength of the association between the local labor market and advanced 
academic math course offerings is reduced by about 23%, and the change in the local 
labor market coefficients between Models 2 and 3 was statistically significant.  Yet, 
given similar resources, schools in local labor markets with higher concentrations of sub-
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baccalaureate jobs devote a statistically significantly smaller share of their math course 
offerings to advanced academic math courses. 
 Now turning to the second set of models predicting the share of academic course 
offerings devoted to AP/IB courses, we observe in Model 1 that schools in local labor 
markets with higher concentrations of sub-baccalaureate jobs devote a smaller share of 
their academic curricula to AP/IB courses (p<.001). Figure 3.1 shows this relationship 
and indicates that the difference in the percentage of academic courses devote to AP/IB 
courses between schools in local labor markets that are about one standard above the 
median and one standard deviation above the median for the percentage of local workers 
in sub-baccalaureate jobs is about 5% (10%-5%). This is over three-quarters of a standard 
deviation difference in the percentage of academic courses that are AP/IB (SD=5.76). 
Adjusting for school demographics in Model 2—specifically percentage of 
minority students in the school, school size, and the total number of academic course 
offerings—reduces the strength relationship by about 36%. Model 3 introduces school 
resources, which further attenuates the magnitude of the relationship between the local 
labor market and the share of academic courses devoted to AP/IB courses, but a 
statistically significant relationship persists (p<.01). 
Overall, these results suggest that schools in local labor markets with higher 
percentages of workers in sub-baccalaureate jobs devote a larger share of their curricula 
to CTE courses and a smaller share of their academic curricula to advanced courses, 
partly because these schools have fewer resources. Even after controlling for school 
resources, however, these relationships remain statistically significant independent. 
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Local Labor Market and Student Course-taking 
 I now turn to analyses predicting the relationship between the local labor market 
and student course-taking, paying particular attention to the role of school course 
offerings.  Table 3.4 presents OLS regression coefficients predicting the relationship 
between the percentage of local workers employed in sub-baccalaureate jobs and the 
number of CTE courses students took by the end of high school (logged). Model 1 
controls for family, academic background, and school measures and shows a positive, 
statistically significant relationship between CTE course-taking and the share of local 
workers employed in sub-baccalaureate jobs. Specifically, a one-percent increase in the 
number of local workers employed in sub-baccalaureate jobs is associated with a 2.8 




 Do students in local labor markets with higher concentrations of sub-
baccalaureate jobs take more CTE courses because their schools devote a larger share of 
their curricula to CTE courses? After accounting for the share of school course offerings 
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dedicated to CTE courses in Model 2, the magnitude of the relationship is reduced by 
about 32% (change in coefficients is statistically significant); this suggests that part of the 
relationship between the local labor market and student CTE course-taking is due to 
differences in school course offerings. At the same time, adjusting for differences in CTE 
course offerings, a positive, statistically significant association between CTE course-
taking and the percentage of local workers employed in sub-baccalaureate jobs persisted, 
on average (p<.001).  
Table 3.5 presents the average marginal effects from a logistic regression 
predicting the association between the local labor market and the likelihood that a student 
will have taken a math course beyond Algebra II by the end of high school. Model 1 
indicates that on average, a one percent increase in the number of local workers 
employed in sub-baccalaureate jobs is associated with a .4 percentage point decrease in 
the probability of taking a math course beyond Algebra II by the end of high school, 
independent of base-year academic, family, and school controls. To what extent do the 
differences in school course offerings we observed earlier play a role in these disparities 
in advanced math course-taking? In Model 2, adjusting for differences in the academic 
rigor of school math curriculum (p<.001) and the share of course offerings devoted to 




Even though the main effect is non-significant, the relationship between the local 
labor market and student advanced academic course-taking may depend on whether 
students’ are well-positioned to enroll in this coursework during the last few years of high 
school. To examine whether students’ math achievement test score in 10th grade 
moderates the relationship between advanced math course-taking and the percentage of 
workers employed in sub-baccalaureate jobs, Model 3 shows an interaction term between 
the percentage of workers employed in sub-baccalaureate jobs and math achievement 
before adjusting for high school course offerings. This interaction term is negative and 
46 
 
statistically significant (p<.05), indicating that the relationship between advanced math 
course-taking and math achievement was weaker in areas with higher concentrations of 
sub-baccalaureate jobs, net of tenth grade math course level and a host of other factors. 
To facilitate the interpretation of this interaction, Figure 3.2a shows the estimated 
average marginal effects (y-axis) for students within each local labor market quintile 
(reference-1st quintile) at different points within the math achievement test score 
distribution, holding constant other factors controlled for in Model 3. P-values are 
obtained from the “margins” suite in Stata 13.0, which approximates p-values from 
standard errors using the Delta Method, a Taylor series approximation. The fifth quintile 
represents students who attend high schools in local labor markets with the highest 
concentrations of workers in sub-baccalaureate jobs and the first quintile, the reference 
group, represents those students who attend high schools in local labor markets with the 
lowest concentrations of these workers. Among students whose math achievement test 
scores fell within the 25th and 50th percentiles for the ELS:2002 sample of public high 
school students, we observe no statistically significant differences between students 
attending high schools in the 2nd-5th quintiles relative to students attending high schools 
in the 1st quintile. Yet, among students who scored in the 75th percentile on the math 
achievement test, we observe that students who attend high school in local labor markets 
with the highest shares of local workers employed in sub-baccalaureate jobs have about a 
9 percentage point lower probability of taking an advanced math course by the end of 
high school relative to their counterparts in the first quintile, on average. This gap for the 
highest-achieving students—those scoring in the 90th percentile on their math test—is 
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about 11 percentage points.  Notably, these striking gaps are independent of a host of 
family, academic, and school factors.  
Figure 3.2a. Advanced Math Course-Taking by Math Achievement Test Score and  




















Figure 3.2b. Advanced Math Course-Taking by Math Achievement Test Score  










To what extent are these higher-achieving students’ lower odds of taking 
advanced academic math a function of their schools’ weaker academic curricula? Figure 
3.2b shows these same relationships after controlling for high school course offerings. 
The gaps in advanced academic course-taking observed in the previous graph are reduced 
and rended non-significant by almost half for students scoring within the 75th percentile 







Workers in Local 
Labor Market 




 The goal of this study was to investigate links between local labor markets, school 
course offerings, and student course-taking. Analyses of nationally representative 
samples of schools and students indicated that academic and CTE course offerings and 
student course-taking were stratified across local labor markets—a pattern that has 
received little direct empirical attention within the large body of research on course-
taking stratification and students’ differential opportunities to learn. The results suggest 
that the relationship between the percentage of local workers employed in sub-
baccalaureate jobs and school course offerings is a function of both differences in school 
resources and curricular investments independent of resources, which underscores the 
importance of making this theoretical distinction (Roscigno et al. 2006). There is a 
parallel pattern for students, which suggests that the relationship between the local labor 
market and student course-taking is a function of both differences in course-taking 
options and course-taking decisions independent of available coursework options. 
The results from the school-level analysis suggest that schools in local labor 
markets with higher concentrations of sub-baccalaureate jobs devote a larger share of 
their curricula to CTE courses and offer a less rigorous academic curriculum, partially 
because of differences in school resources. The results suggest that school differences in 
educational spending and average parental education help explain the association 
between the local labor market and CTE course offerings. Differences in average parental 
educational attainment appear to matter most for advanced academic course offerings. 
This finding is consistent with research suggesting that socioeconomically advantaged 
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parents obtain educational advantages for their children (Lareau 1987; Lucas 2001), but it 
may also reflect administrators’ disparate expectations of higher- and lower-SES student 
bodies. Overall, these findings suggest that the local labor market is related to students’ 
opportunities to learn partially through its impact on school resources—linkages that 
prior studies have suggested (e.g., Roscigno et al. 2006) but have not directly observed. 
However, the findings suggest that given similar resources, schools in local labor 
markets with higher concentrations of sub-baccalaureate jobs devote a larger share of 
their curricula to CTE courses and offer a weaker academic curriculum. This persistent 
relationship may be a function of schools investing in coursework that meets local labor 
market demands. While other work asserts that schools are “in the service of the 
economy” (Bartlett et al. 2002:9), these results suggest that schools may be in the service 
of the local economy and reveal a potential tension between local and national 
educational goals. Over the past thirty years, federal initiatives have pushed schools to 
prepare all students for college, with the ultimate goal of producing a globally 
competitive workforce. But this study’s results suggest that schools in local labor markets 
with higher concentrations of lower-education/lower-skill jobs are more likely to offer 
courses that prepare students for labor in the local workforce. Historical research and 
case studies have noted explicit relationships between local economic interests and 
school curricula. The observed relationships in this study may also capture practical 
considerations that schools face. For example, even independent of school resources, 
schools in local labor markets that rely more heavily on sub-baccalaureate jobs may 
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experience challenges attracting qualified advanced academic course teachers and have 
an easier time filling positions for CTE courses related to local industries.  
Findings from the second part of the study indicated that students living in areas 
with higher concentrations of sub-baccalaureate jobs devote a larger share of their 
coursework to CTE courses. Results suggest that course-taking disparities are partially a 
function of differences in course offerings. Although results show a persistent significant 
relationship between the local labor market and CTE course-taking even independent of 
school course offerings, the magnitude of this relationship is small. This study can only 
speculate about mechanisms underlying a possible independent relationship between the 
local labor market and student CTE course-taking. The occupational structure of the local 
labor market may shape the type of work students perceive as feasible or valued (Morris 
2008; Riegle-Crumb and Moore 2013). Additionally, these results could be a function of 
students making educational decisions based on their perceptions of the educational and 
skills requirements of the jobs in their communities (Bozick 2009; Walters 1984). 
 The study also found substantial disparities in advanced math course-taking 
across labor markets with greater and smaller shares of sub-baccalaureate workers, and 
these gaps were wider among higher-achieving students. Notably, this is the case even 
after controlling for differences in students’ tenth-grade math course level, parental 
education, educational expectations, and other sociodemographic and academic 
indicators. Adjusting for differences in school course offerings—the academic rigor of 
math course offerings in particular— substantially reduced the strength of this 
relationship and rendered it non-significant. As discussed earlier, schools’ weaker math 
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curriculum may limit student course-taking directly through restricting their course-
taking options and/or indirectly through providing more alternatives to academically 
challenging coursework (Lee, Smith and Croninger 1997; Powell, Farrar and Cohen 
1985) or cultivating a weaker college-oriented “habitus” (McDonough 1997).   
This finding indicates that the advanced academic course-taking opportunities of 
high-achieving students in local labor markets with greater concentrations of sub-
baccalaureate jobs are constrained by their schools’ less rigorous math curricula. This 
pattern also suggests that areas with higher concentrations of sub-baccalaureate jobs may 
be a source of lost talent, at least from the standpoint of national labor needs in critical 
fields such as STEM. In addition, ancillary analyses indicated that the relationship 
between math test score and the local labor market does not statistically significantly 
differ by race/ethnicity, gender, or social class, suggesting that talented individuals from 
both privileged and marginalized groups face academic penalties from the relationship 
between the local labor market and high school course offerings in areas with higher 
concentrations of sub-baccalaureate jobs. Due to the strong relationship between 
advanced math course-taking and educational attainment, national efforts to increase the 
numbers of underrepresented and oppressed groups in universities and in critical high-
skills fields may be undermined. At the same time, places with higher shares of sub-
baccalaureate work may retain some of their brightest students to the extent that their 
lower levels of college-preparatory course-taking limit their chances of attending a four-
year college.  
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Analyses in this study controlled for a host of factors related to local labor 
markets, school course offerings, and student course-taking; yet, it is possible that the 
observed relationships are a function of factors that these data cannot account for. 
Additionally, I expected, based on previous research, that the local labor market structure 
would shape school course offerings. However, it is possible that schools offer certain 
types of coursework as a way to attract specific industries. Future studies of data over 
time or instrumental variables may allow researchers to disentangle directionality among 
these complex relationships that are likely bi-directional and reinforcing. 
Ultimately, this research raises questions related to enduring debates about the 
purpose of schooling and what schools should teach the nation’s youth. Historically, 
politicians and business leaders have directed attention and often assigned blame to the 
school system during economic crises, asserting that schools have not adequately trained 
students for the skills required in the labor market (Bartlett et al. 2002). This line of 
discourse has become pronounced since the most recent economic recession. However, in 
contrast to the curricular reform efforts of the 1980s, which aimed to prepare all students 
for college, recent state-level initiatives aim to expand high school CTE courses in hopes 
of training students for existing jobs that do not require a four-year degree. Moreover, 
recent federal political discourse has invoked the German dual-education CTE system as 
an exemplar for the United States and lauded examples of local business-school alliances. 
Are tight links between the local labor market, school course offerings, and 
student course-taking desirable? Is it beneficial or costly for schools and students in areas 
with higher concentrations of lower-education/lower-skill jobs to concentrate on courses 
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that prepare them for local jobs and forego the kinds of academically challenging course 
offerings linked to four-year college going and the analytic skills increasingly required by 
the knowledge-based economy? Research documents a negative association between 
vocational course-taking and college attendance (Ainsworth and Roscigno 2005) and 
positive association of advanced math course-taking and four-year completion. Given the 
rising four-year college-wage premium and the increasing gulf between “good” and 
“bad” jobs (Kalleberg 2011), student and school investments in CTE courses at the 
expense of advanced academic courses may not be in the long-term economic or civic 
interests of students or their communities. Indeed, although CTE coursework may 
provide an initial buffer against unemployment (Arum and Shavit 1995), a recent study 
finds that the early adulthood employment advantages of taking more high school CTE 
courses and fewer general courses are “offset by less adaptability and thus diminished 
employment later in life” (Hanushek, Woessmann, and Zhang 2011:1). Having the 
cognitive skills to adapt to labor market vicissitudes is imperative in an information age 
in which workers must keep pace with rapidly-changing technology.  
An emphasis on CTE coursework that is not complemented by a rigorous 
academic curriculum could lead to significant sacrifices in the long run for both local 
economies and students. The outcomes of high-achievers in local labor markets with 
higher concentrations of sub-baccalaureate jobs are more clear-cut. Schools in these 
communities delimit high-achieving students’ opportunities to take the advanced 
academic math courses that propel students through four-year colleges and develop the 
analytic skills increasingly demanded by jobs in today’s economy. This pattern stands in 
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sharp relief to the American ideal of meritocracy and may also impede progress towards 




Chapter 4: Blue-Collar Communities and Occupations  
in the New Economy 
 
Motivation 
Heated debates have focused on whether training should emphasize vocational 
skills or promote a rigorous academic curriculum for over a century. As we attempt to 
regain economic vitality after the Great Recession, the debate is evident in the tension 
between the demands of the New Economy for a globally competitive, innovative 
workforce and training for pockets of good jobs in blue-collar occupations.  
While a bachelor’s degree is imperative for most good jobs in the New 
Economy—with the college-wage premium producing the growing chasm between 
“good” and “bad” jobs (e.g., Carnevale and Desrochers 2002; Hout 2012; Kalleberg 
2011)—scholars and policymakers increasingly advocate for a re-emphasis on career and 
technical education (CTE) and mid-skill, sub-baccalaureate jobs as smart alternatives to 
those requiring a four-year college degree (Symonds, Schwartz and Ferguson 2011). 
However, compared to most jobs that require a baccalaureate degree, sub-baccalaureate 
jobs are more highly sex-segregated, and the best paying jobs exist within the male-
dominated, blue-collar fields (Carnevale et al. 2011). Indeed, blue-collar jobs have been 
most touted as exemplars of sub-baccalaureate “good” jobs, exemplified at the highest-
level by President Obama’s incendiary statement, “But I promise you, folks make a lot 
more – potentially – with the skilled trades and manufacturing than with an art history 
degree.”3 Recent state legislation aimed at facilitating this sub-baccalaureate route has 
                                                        
3 From President Barack Obama’s speech on “Opportunity for All and Skills given at General 
Electric Waukesha Gas Engines Facility in Waukesha, WI on January 30, 2014. Transcript 
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garnered public media attention; these state- and local-level initiatives have bolstered and 
upgraded high school blue-collar training with assistance from blue-collar industries, 
with some states allowing these courses to satisfy math and foreign language academic 
requirements.   
The following two chapters investigate whether an emphasis on blue-collar high 
school training in communities with existing blue-collar jobs benefits men and women. 
Academically rigorous high school training aimed to prepare all students for four-year 
college and professional jobs may benefit both men and women; however, given the 
gendered nature of blue-collar occupations, high school training related to local blue-
collar jobs might only benefit men, if it benefits them at all. Blue-collar jobs often 
involve physically demanding, stereotypically male tasks that are associated with the 
greatest rewards and highest gendered exclusionary practices (Bielby and Baron 1986). 
Whereas baccalaureate-requiring professional and managerial jobs have become 
increasingly integrated (Cotter et al. 2004; England 2005), blue-collar occupations are as 
highly male-dominated and inaccessible to women today as they were in 1950 
(Bergmann 2011). In addition, blue-collar apprenticeship training is largely blocked to 
women, and even women who obtain blue-collar jobs face hostile work environments and 
are relegated to lower-paying positions with limited upward mobility (O’Farrell 1999).  
I take advantage of the local nature of schools to investigate the gendered effects 
of a tighter linkage between high school training and jobs in the community. Specifically, 






I focus on blue-collar communities—modern day “company towns”—which I define in 
terms of the concentration of local blue-collar workers. Research investigating 
connections between schools and communities has a rich tradition. However, since the 
1960s, studies falling within both the status-attainment and social reproduction paradigms 
focus on individual-level predictors of disparities in occupational status. This research 
shifted from a conceptualization of schools as part of local communities to how they 
reproduce inequalities within the broader occupational structure and function to meet 
national needs (Arum 2000). Both before and after this shift, however, research that has 
considered how high school training and community characteristics jointly act to shape 
labor market stratification has paid little attention to gender.  
Concomitant with the changing tide in academic research in the 1960s, policy 
initiatives from the National Defense Education Act  (1958) to Rising Above the 
Gathering Storm (2007) emphasized the role of schools in meeting national labor market 
demands and producing a globally competitive labor force. However, the distribution of 
jobs requiring higher and lower levels of human capital—exemplified by the extremes of 
former manufacturing hubs and places driven by the high-tech, innovative sector— is 
more uneven than ever (Moretti 2013). Indeed, alongside initiatives like the Common 
Core State Standards that standardize academic curricula across schools are new 
legislative initiatives aimed at reviving specialized technical training, especially in areas 
where blue-collar jobs persist. Yet, current scholarly and public discourse related to 
whether high schools should promote vocational skills or a rigorous academic curriculum 
to prepare students for labor market success has been gender-neutral. 
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 The remainder of this dissertation investigates how high school training in blue-
collar communities shapes gender stratification in education and the labor market. In 
doing so, I apply a locally-focused, gendered lens to enduring debates about the type of 
high school training that meritocratically prepares all high school students for labor 
market success. Using the Educational Longitudinal Study of 2002 (ELS:2002), I 
investigate whether a tight coupling between high school training and the local labor 
market structures male and female (dis)advantages in high school, college, and labor 
force outcomes in the context of blue-collar communities. This chapter’s results suggest a 
nexus between school curricula and local jobs in blue-collar communities that shapes 
gender inequality in ways that run counter to the dominant narrative of “the female 
advantage” and “rise of women” (DiPrete and Buchmann 2013). Overall, the following 
chapters suggest a local economic dimension of gendered opportunities for educational 
and occupational success, and I highlight schools—as gatekeepers to skills training and 
embedded within communities—as an important force in this stratification process. 
Theory and Prior Work 
Irrespective of whether or not they argue school sorting processes are fair and 
meritocratic, studies rooted in both status-attainment and reproduction paradigms have 
focused on how schools and schooling contribute to individual-level differences in the 
divisions of labor along class, gender, and racial/ethnic lines. Yet, an occupational 
division of labor also takes place at the geographic or spatial level in which types of 
industries and jobs are unevenly distributed across communities (Bauder 2001; Hanson 
and Pratt 1992; Herod 2001; Massey 1984). In other words, “workers are segmented not 
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only by class, gender, or ethnicity but also by their place of residence” (Bauder 2001:40). 
Men’s and women’s opportunities for good and bad jobs vary across places that rely 
more or less on sex-segregated industries, and this intersection of the gender-segmented 
labor market and the spatial division of labor shapes gender inequality in the labor force 
across place (Gauchat, Kelly and Wallace 2012; Hanson, Kominiak and Carlin 1997; 
McCall 2001).  
Whereas a rich literature investigates inequalities in the occupational division of 
labor as a function of schools’ differential preparation of higher- and lower-status groups 
and unequal job opportunities, it has largely ignored the local nature of both schools and 
labor markets. Similarly, research investigating gender disparities in education outcomes 
has paid little attention to local labor market conditions, with only a few exceptions 
(Riegle-Crumb and Moore 2014; Werum 2002). Furthermore, although studies have 
considered the role of local economic opportunities in shaping between- and within- 
gender inequalities in labor market outcomes (Cotter et al. 1998; Gauchat, Kelly and 
Wallace 2012; McCall 2000; McCall 2001), this research has not considered how the 
high school educational experiences of young men and women across these communities 
may foreshadow gender inequality in the labor force. The current study examines gender 
stratification in education and the labor market by returning to an older sociological 
tradition that highlighted the embedded nature of schools within communities (Arum 
2000). I examine gender stratification as a function of place and investigate how high 
school training related to local jobs shapes gender inequality in education and the labor 
force within the context of highly gendered local labor market opportunities.  
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I focus on young men’s and women’s educational and early labor market 
outcomes in communities that rely more heavily on male-dominated, blue-collar jobs. 
Taking advantage of the local nature of schools, I pay particular attention to whether 
schools—through offering curricula more oriented towards blue-collar jobs and less 
oriented towards college-going—benefit both men and women or reproduce gender 
stratification in the labor market. Indeed, schools are not only microcosms of society that 
train students for highly differentiated jobs demanded by the national economy; they are 
also microcosms of the communities they serve and, at least historically, have geared 
training to the skills demands of local jobs in ways that reinforce the gender-segmented 
labor market (Rury 1991; Werum 2002). 
Blue-Collar Communities and Occupations 
Blue-collar jobs played a crucial role in the financial and social lives of American 
families, helping develop and sustain a strong working-class and produce a powerful 
national economy through the mid-twentieth century. Places relying heavily on blue-
collar jobs have inspired thick descriptions of the local, complex social and economic 
relationships (e.g., Heberle 1948; Kornblum 1974; Leggett 1968; Lewis 1987; Lynd and 
Lynd 1929; Walkowitz 1978) that primarily focused on racial/ethnic and class 
relationships. Like work investigating sex-segregation within blue-collar jobs (O’Farrell 
1999; Padavic 1992; Reskin and Padavic 1988), studies investigating gender dynamics 
within blue-collar communities have paid attention to women’s job preferences, hostile 
work environments, and employer-based sex discrimination (Connell 1990; Deaux and 
Ullman 1983; Rosen 1987). In addition, quantitative work has documented gender wage-
gaps in local economies with heavier concentrations of manufacturing employment 
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(Gauchat, Kelly and Wallace 2012; McCall 2001). However, only one examination of 
gender in a blue-collar town to my knowledge has examined gendered processes prior to 
labor force entry; this ethnography—in sharp contrast to its counterparts—shed a positive 
light on women in blue-collar jobs and identified family socialization as a primary force 
underlying women “pioneers’” occupational choices (Walshok 1981). The current study 
departs from previous work by examining how potentially gendered educational 
opportunities in high schools within blue-collar communities shape gender stratification 
in education and work in early adulthood. 
After almost a half-century of declines in blue-collar jobs, do blue-collar 
communities still exist in today’s economy, and where are they located? Figure 1 shows a 
map of the concentration of blue-collar jobs at the county-level, using occupational 
information from the U.S. Census 2000. Counties with higher concentrations of blue-
collar workers are darker and counties with lower concentrations of blue-collar workers 
are lighter. Counties with the greatest concentrations of blue-collar workers are in the 
Southeast and Midwest, with the West and Northeast serving as home to the fewest 
communities with high concentrations of these jobs. These regional patterns of the 
concentration of blue-collar communities are consistent with recent spatially-focused 
research that highlights the geographic divergence between places with high 
concentrations of high-tech, creative jobs and former manufacturing towns (Moretti 
2013), increasing educational segregation across the U.S. (Domina 2006), and place-




Figure 4.1. Blue-Collar Communities in 2000 
 
Share of Blue-Collar Workers in County 
   
Note: Author’s calculations from U.S. Census 2000. Data are classified with the natural breaks (Jencks) classification scheme provided in    
           ArcGIS, which identifies cutoffs inherent within the data. 
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The following two chapters use ELS:2002 to investigate the case of economically 
isolated, blue-collar communities. I focus on those communities within the top quartile 
for the percentage of workers employed in blue-collar jobs, in which between one-third 
and one-half of workers hold jobs in blue-collar occupations.  These economically 
isolated communities have a particular salience for gender given that almost 90% of blue-
collar jobholders are men (Bose and Whaley 2001). Do these places and the schools that 
serve them interact to shape gender inequality in education and the labor force? Chapter 5 
investigates high school training in blue-collar communities. Chapter 6 examines how 
high school training in blue-collar communities shapes males’ and females’ post-high 
school outcomes and whether it produces gender inequality in the labor force. 
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Chapter 5: High School Course Offerings and Males’ and Females’ 
Course-Taking in Blue-Collar Communities 
 
Previous theory and research assert that the development of school curricula and 
distribution of knowledge are not neutral processes (Ainsworth and Roscigno 2005; 
Bowles and Gintis 1976; Oakes 2005). For example, Apple (2004:28) asserts that “the 
knowledge made available (and not made available) to students” must be problematized 
through examining the “linkages between economic and political power and school 
curricula.” Historically, local economic interests and powerful business leaders shaped 
local schools’ curricular orientations. Tight linkages between local blue-collar jobs and 
blue-collar vocational training in particular were forged as early as the late nineteenth 
century in industrial towns (Bartlett et al. 2002). 
Yet blue-collar training has historically been aimed at and reserved for men (Rury 
1991; Werum 2002). An early example of this was when the federal government 
provided vocational education funds for industrial training programs in manufacturing 
areas with the goal of employing men during the Great Depression. School boards in 
Boston and other industrial centers in the Northeast built all-male mechanical arts schools 
while their West Coast counterparts offered a more general academic curriculum (Rury 
1991). In each of these examples, blue-collar training was directed at men while women’s 
technical training was limited to often poorly funded home economics training or lower-
status textile and factory work. In this way, men’s and women’s educational opportunities 
at the dawn of the 20th century “were shaped by the regional division of labor dictated by 
the North American economy” (Rury 1991:9).  
66 
 
In today’s economy, the majority of sub-baccalaureate jobs that pay good wages 
are male-dominated (Carnevale et al. 2011), the returns to education are higher for 
women than for men (DiPrete and Buchmann 2006), and striking wage gaps exist among 
women with and without a college degree (McCall 2000, 2001).  Thus, if schools in blue-
collar communities offer greater numbers of blue-collar related courses and fewer 
advanced academic courses relative to schools in non-blue-collar communities, this 
gendered curriculum would likely have significant implications for gender stratification 
in education and the labor market. The current chapter investigates whether the 
curriculum of high schools in blue-collar communities emphasizes blue-collar training 
and de-emphasizes the academically rigorous coursework that encourages college 
enrollment. Next, I will examine blue-collar and advanced math course-taking differences 
among males and females attending schools in communities that vary in their 
concentrations of blue-collar workers. Given the results from the previous chapter, I will 
consider whether the greatest disparities in advanced academic course-taking across these 
communities occur among high-achievers—those who are poised to take these courses by 
the end of high school. Finally, I will examine the role of high school course offerings in 
mediating any observed course-taking differences. 
Background 
High School Course Offerings  
To what extent might a gendered curriculum related to local jobs exist in today’s 
blue-collar communities?  Some work suggests that a relationship between local 
economies and school curriculum may persist today. For example, Roscigno et al. 
67 
 
(2006:2124) speculate that administrators and schools boards may “invest resources in a 
manner consistent with the perceived needs of the local population and local labor 
markets” as an explanation for differences in educational investments between urban and 
rural schools, including Advanced Placement (AP) course offerings. In other words, 
schools may emphasize particular types of coursework as a way of “training the future 
local labor pool”—as Ainsworth and Roscigno (2005:266) intimate but do not 
empirically examine. Indeed, Oakes and Guitton (1995), in a case study of high school 
tracking, note that a major goal of the district was to offer vocational courses that aligned 
with local economic demands.  
Business-school partnerships and economic stakeholders’ influence on school 
boards and educational task force teams may also continue to shape what schools teach 
(Ray and Mickelson 1990; Shea, Kahane and Sola 1990). In fact, many states in the 
South and Midwest are proposing or have passed legislation allowing local industries—
many in blue-collar areas—to design high school courses that teach students job-related 
skills.  For example, several states, including Michigan and Texas, have relaxed academic 
requirements to grant students greater flexibility in taking industry-designed courses, 
many of which are blue-collar related such as construction, welding, and HVAC courses. 
In addition, apprenticeship programs similar to the German model are regaining 
popularity as avenues to connect students with these local blue-collar job opportunities 
and training, such as “Youth Apprenticeship Carolina” in South Carolina, “Urban Skilled 
Trades Connection” in Wisconsin, and the “JumpStart” program in Louisiana. 
Gender and High School Course-Taking  
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However, if schools in blue-collar communities offer fewer advanced academic 
courses, both males’ and females’ academic course-taking may be influenced by these 
course-taking options. The relationship between school course offerings and student 
course-taking may be direct if schools offer fewer academic courses or if a school’s 
emphasis on vocational courses translates into fewer academic electives. In addition, 
studies find support for the constrained curriculum hypothesis, or the idea that students 
are less likely to take academically rigorous courses in schools that provide more 
alternatives to academically rigorous courses (Lee, Smith and Croninger 1997; Powell, 
Farrar and Cohen 1985). Finally, research suggests that weaker and stronger 
academically rigorous curricula cultivate different school climates that shape course-
taking and post-secondary choices (Legewie and DiPrete 2014; McDonough 1997). The 
prevalence of male-dominated, blue-collar professions in a community may shape 
differences in students’ blue-collar and college-preparatory course-taking through 
institutional sorting, access to knowledge about possible career pathways, local scripts 
about gender appropriate work, and the kinds of knowledge male and female students 
view as valuable for their futures. I rely on past research to describe these potential 
mechanisms in greater detail below. 
For example, Ainsworth and Roscigno (2005) find that—net of other factors—
there is an unequal distribution of males and females, whites and racial/ethnic minorities, 
and lower- and higher-SES students across low-wage service, blue-collar and agricultural 
courses that reflect these groups’ unequal representations in analogous employment 
sectors.  The authors suggest that this is a function of school “sorting mechanisms” 
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(2005:268), whereby schools “steer” or “funnel” students into different types of 
vocational course-taking.  Yet the extent to which schools sort males and females into 
different types of coursework may vary by the concentration of male-dominated blue-
collar jobs in the community.  For example, if teachers and counselors aim to prepare 
students for job opportunities in the local labor market (Oakes and Guiton 1995), they 
may guide males into male-stereotypical vocational coursework more often in areas with 
a greater abundance of blue-collar jobs. Thus, males in blue-collar communities enroll in 
more blue-collar courses than both their female peers and male counterparts in non-blue-
collar communities.  
Students also exercise freedom in coursework selection only within the 
constraints of available course offerings (Oakes and Guiton 1995). Research suggests that 
the occupational structure of the local labor market informs individuals about available 
career options and shapes gendered scripts about appropriate work for men and women 
(Riegle-Crumb and Moore 2013; Morris 2013; Hanson, Kominiak, and Carlin 1997).  For 
example, Riegle-Crumb and Moore (2013) suggest that communities with higher 
proportions of women in STEM professions expand the kinds of occupations female 
students perceive as possible for themselves. A qualitative study suggests that male 
students living in a town that had historically relied on the coal industry viewed academic 
success as feminine pursuits and associated masculinity with working in a manual labor 
job after high school (Morris 2008). Moreover, Morris (2012:83) found that boys in this 
town “not only gravitated to manual labor and away from book knowledge because of 
male role modeling but also because they perceived it to be better, more important, and 
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more useful.”   
Research also suggests that high school students may make educational decisions 
based on the educational and skill requirements of local jobs (Bozick 2011; Bozick and 
Deluca 2011; Walters 1984; Werum 2002). Yet what males and females perceive as 
“available” jobs may be different in communities with higher proportions of sex-
segregated jobs. Studies show that, although many women prefer the higher wages and 
security of blue-collar jobs to low-wage service jobs, discriminatory institutional hiring 
and training practices effectively exclude women from these jobs even when they share 
similar levels of education and job-relevant skills (Bergmann 2010; Bielby and Baron 
1986; Glass 1990; Roscigno, Garcia and Bobbitt-Zeher 2007; Tomaskovic-Devey 1993; 
Tomaskovic‐Devey and Sheryl Skaggs 2002). These gendered opportunities in blue-
collar communities may discourage young women from taking blue-collar courses.   
Although I cannot adjudicate between these aforementioned potential 
mechanisms, if schools in blue-collar communities offer greater numbers of blue-collar 
courses, it is reasonable to expect that only males’ blue-collar course-taking may be 
shaped by schools’ blue-collar course offering. At the same time, if schools in blue-collar 
communities offer fewer advanced academic courses, both males’ and females’ academic 
course-taking may be influenced by these course-taking options. Given the results from 
in Chapter 3, I will also investigate whether the greatest differences in advanced math 
course-taking between students in blue-collar and non-blue-collar communities occurs 





This chapter addresses the following research questions: 
1) Do schools in communities with higher concentrations of blue-collar 
workers offer greater numbers of blue-collar courses and fewer numbers 
of academically rigorous courses than schools in communities with lower 
concentrations of blue-collar workers? 
2a) Do males and females in communities with higher concentrations of blue- 
collar workers take greater numbers of blue-collar courses and have lower 
odds of taking advanced academic courses relative to their peers in 
communities with   lower concentrations of blue-collar workers? 2b) To 
what extent are disparities in males’ and females’ blue-collar and 
advanced academic course-taking a function of differences in schools 
course offerings across these communities? 
3)  Is the relationship between advanced academic course-taking and the share  
     of blue-collar workers in the community moderated by student       
     achievement levels?   
Measures 
Blue-Collar Communities 
The independent variable of interest is measured by the percentage of employed 
civilians over age 16 in the county of the school working in blue-collar occupations in the 
2000 Census. The 2000 Census classifies occupational groups based on the 2000 
Standard Occupation Codes, and I use two-digit major occupation groups to characterize 
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blue-collar occupations. Following Farley and Haaga (2005), among others, blue-collar 
occupations are defined as the following major occupation groups: construction and 
extraction; production; transportation and material moving; and installation, maintenance, 
and repair. For all analyses, this variable is transformed into quartiles, and I refer to 
counties in the 4th quartile as “blue-collar communities” and those in the 1st quartile as 
“non-blue-collar communities.”  Quartiles were constructed using the distribution of ELS 
students attending public schools in counties that vary in their concentrations of blue-
collar workers. As a robustness check, I defined quartiles using the national distribution 
of blue-collar workers across counties and obtained substantively similar results. In 
addition, results using a continuous indicator of the share of blue-collar workers within 
counties yield identical substantive interpretations. The average percentage of blue-collar 
workers in these communities is about 17% in the 1st quartile, 22% in the 2nd quartile, 
26% in the third quartile, and 36% in the 4th quartile (“blue-collar communities”).  
Blue-Collar and Advanced Math Coursework  
School Course Offerings. I attempt to capture the blue-collar emphasis and 
academic rigor of schools within blue-collar communities with blue-collar, AP/IB, and 
advanced math course offerings, measured as the number of a school’s course offerings 
falling within each category and identified in the course catalogs collected by NCES. 
Blue-collar courses include those in precision production, industrial arts, mechanics and 
repair, construction trades, and transportation and material. Blue-collar and AP/IB course 
offerings are logged to account for a skewed distribution. All analyses employing the 
course offering variables also include a control for the total number of courses offered by 
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the school to account for variation in number of courses offered between schools. Results 
measuring blue-collar and academic course offerings as a percentage of total courses 
offered yield consistent results. 
 Student Course-taking. To assess the degree to which respondents’ high school 
coursework relates to high school course offerings and to blue-collar work, I constructed 
parallel measures of student course-taking. Blue-collar courses are defined in the same 
way as for the blue-collar course offerings variable. This variable is logged to account for 
a skewed distribution. Advanced math course-taking is a dichotomous measure indicating 
whether a student attempted a math course beyond Algebra 2 by the end of high school.  
 Weighted descriptive statistics for student course-taking by gender and blue-collar 
quartile are presented in Table 5.1. We observe that males and females in blue-collar 
communities are less likely to take a math course above Algebra 2 by the end of high 
school relative to their counterparts attending high school in areas with lower 
concentrations of blue-collar workers. Specifically, about 44% of females from blue-
collar communities take an advanced math course by the end of high school compared to 
58% of females in non-blue-collar communities. Overall rates of advanced math course-
taking are lower for males, but the gaps in course-taking across these communities are 






 To examine the association between the occupational structure of the local labor 
market and school course offerings, I use Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regression to 
predict the relationship between the percentage of local workers employed in blue-collar 
jobs and the amount of blue-collar, advanced academic math, and AP/IB school course 
offerings. Because this relationship between the local labor market indicator and blue-
collar and advanced academic math course offerings is non-linear, a quadratic term is 
included to more accurately model its functional form. In ancillary analyses, blue-collar 
and AP/IB course offerings were measured as count variables using Poisson, negative 
binomial, and zero-inflated negative binomial (10% of schools offer no AP/IB courses) 
regressions. Results across these specifications yield substantive interpretations identical 
to those presented. 
The second research question investigates whether the high school training of 
males and females in blue-collar communities is geared more towards blue-collar training 
and less towards academically rigorous coursework, paying close attention to the role of 
high school course offerings in mediating any observed course-taking differences. I use 
Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regression to predict the number of blue-collar courses 
(logged) that students take during high school. Results from negative and zero-inflated 
binomial regressions produce substantive interpretations identical with those presented. 
 Logistic regression is used to predict students’ probability of taking an advanced 
math course by the end of high school. Full tables are available in Appendix C. Because 
blue-collar course-taking is highly sex-segregated, models are estimated separately by 
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gender. In ancillary analyses, I pool models to test for between-gender differences within 
blue-collar communities.  
Results 
Blue-Collar and Advanced Academic High School Course Offerings 
The first goal of this study is to examine whether schools in blue-collar 
communities offer greater numbers of blue-collar courses and fewer numbers of 
academically rigorous courses. Figure 5.1 shows the predicted number of course 
offerings calculated from the full model of the school-level regression analyses reported 
in Appendix C. The y-axis represents the number of courses offered and the x-axis 
represents the percentage of workers in the county employed in blue-collar jobs. A 
positive relationship is observed between the percentage of workers employed in blue-
collar jobs in the community and blue-collar course offerings (p<.001). Comparisons will 
be drawn between communities with 17% and 35% of workers in blue-collar jobs, 
representing approximately the average percentage of blue-collar workers in the 1st and 
4th quartiles respectively.  Schools that are otherwise average on demographic controls 
that serve communities in which 35% of local workers are employed in blue-collar jobs 
are predicted to offer a little over five blue-collar courses compared to about two and a 
half blue-collar courses in schools serving communities in which about 17% of workers 
are employed in blue-collar jobs. The regression analysis (Table 5.1 in Appendix C) 
shows a negative and statistically significant quadratic term, suggesting that the strength 
of this positive relationship diminishes at the upper-end of the distribution for the 
percentage of workers employed in blue-collar jobs. This may suggest a ceiling effect for 
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the percentage of vocational courses schools can feasibly offer while still meeting state 
high school graduation requirements. The percentage of workers employed in blue-collar 
jobs is negatively associated with the number of math courses offered beyond Algebra II 
(p<.01) and with the number of AP/IB courses offered (p<.001). Interestingly, schools in 
communities where 35% of workers are employed in blue-collar jobs are predicted to 
offer almost three more blue-collar courses than AP/IB courses, whereas schools serving 
communities with the lowest concentrations of these workers are estimated to offer four 
more AP/IB courses than blue-collar courses.  
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Model 1 in Table 5.2 estimates males’ blue-collar course-taking and shows that, 
on average, male students in blue-collar communities tend to take more blue-collar 
courses in high school than their male peers in communities with the smallest share of 
blue-collar jobs (p<.01), net of sociodemographic, academic background, school, and 
labor market controls. Specifically, male students in blue-collar communities take about 
24% more blue-collar courses than their male peers in communities with the smallest 
share of blue-collar jobs, on average. In Model 2, blue-collar and academic school course 
offerings are introduced. The number of blue-collar courses offered by schools is 
positively and statistically significantly associated with the number of blue-collar courses 
males take. Adjusting for differences in course offerings across schools reduces the 
relationship between the local labor market and blue-collar course-taking by about one-
third, suggesting that male students in blue-collar communities take more blue-collar 
courses partially because they attend schools that offer greater numbers of blue-collar 




In contrast to the findings for males, Model 1 for females’ blue-collar course-
taking shows that female students in blue-collar communities do not take significantly 
more blue-collar courses than their female peers in communities with the smallest share 
of blue-collar jobs, on average and net of background controls. In Model 2, I introduce 
school course offerings and observe a positively and statistically significant relationship 
between blue-collar course offerings and females’ blue-collar course-taking, although this 
relationship appears weaker for females than for males. Ancillary analyses not shown 
here indicated that the gap in blue-collar course-taking between male and female students 
in blue-collar communities is significantly larger than the gap between male and female 
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students in communities with the smallest share of blue-collar jobs, suggesting greater 
gender stratification in these gender-typed courses in blue-collar communities. Ancillary 
analyses also indicated no statistically significant interaction between math achievement 
test score and the share of local workers in blue-collar jobs for male or females. 
Advanced Math Course-taking 
Table 5.3 presents the average marginal effects from logistic regressions for males 
and females estimating the likelihood of taking an advanced math course (above Algebra 
2) by the end of high school, conditioning on base-year sociodemographic, academic, 
school, and local labor market controls. Model 1 for males’ advanced math course-taking 
shows that on average the probability that male students in blue-collar communities take 
advanced math by the end of high school is about 9 percentage points lower than that of 
their male peers in communities with the smallest share of blue-collar jobs. I control for 
school course offerings in Model 2, which slightly reduces the coefficient for males in 
blue-collar communities but does not explain their disadvantage. In particular, the 
academic rigor of schools’ course offerings (number of AB/IB offered) is positively 




In the previous chapter, the greatest disparities in advanced academic course-
taking across local labor markets were seen among higher-achieving students. Model 3 
introduces an interaction term between math achievement test score and blue-collar labor 
market quartiles to examine whether the relationship between math test score and 
advanced math course-taking differs for males attending schools in blue-collar 
communities and non-blue-collar communities.  We observe a statistically significant and 
negative interaction between math achievement test score and attending high school in a 
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blue-collar community, indicating that math test score is not as strongly predictive of 
taking an advanced math course by the end of high school for males in blue-collar 
communities as it is their counterparts in non-blue-collar communities. Ancillary 
analyses indicate that statistically significant differences in math course-taking across 
these communities only exist among males with test scores at the 50th percentile or above 
for the ELS:2002 cohort. Specifically, the probability of taking advanced math by the end 
of high school is about 17 percentage points lower for otherwise average males in blue-
collar communities who scored in the 90 percentile on the math achievement test 
compared to similarly performing males in non-blue-collar communities; this gap is 
about twice the size as it is for males scoring in the 50% percentile on the math 
achievement test. Course offerings appear to play only a small role in reducing these 
course-taking disparities. 
 Turning now to females’ advanced math course-taking, Model 1 shows that 
female students in blue-collar communities are also about 9 percentage points less likely 
to take an advanced math course compared to their female peers in communities with the 
smallest share of blue-collar jobs. Adjusting for differences in school course offerings in 
Model 2—specifically the academic rigor of schools’ math curriculum—reduces the 
magnitude of the gap in advanced math course-taking between females students in blue-
collar and non-blue-collar communities by about 30% and renders it non-significant.  
Model 3 introduces an interaction term between math achievement test score and 
the blue-collar labor market quartiles. Similar to males, we see a weaker relationship 
between math achievement scores and advanced math course-taking for females 
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attending high school in blue-collar communities. Again, ancillary analyses indicate that 
these gaps between females from blue-collar and non-blue-collar communities are 
statistically significant only for math test scorers at the median or above for the ELS:2002 
cohort. The size of the gaps are striking, ranging from 9 percentage points for math test 
scorers in the 50th percentile to 19 percentage points for those scoring in the 90th 
percentile. Course offerings appear to matter most for females with average math test 
scores, reducing the differences in course-taking among this group by about 30% and 
rendering the gap non-significant. Among the highest math achievers, accounting for 
differences in course offerings between schools in blue-collar and non-blue-collar 
communities reduces the association by about 15%; however, the gap is still statistically 
significant. 
Conclusion 
 The results from this chapter indicate that blue-collar course offerings facilitate 
male high school students’ blue-collar course-taking in blue-collar communities, but also 
suggest that they take greater numbers of blue-collar courses relative to their counterparts 
even independent of coursework opportunities at their schools. However, these results 
suggest that females do not enroll in courses related to the male-dominated blue-collar 
jobs in their communities any more than their peers in non-blue-collar communities, on 
average.  As discussed earlier, this may be due to institutional sorting practices of males 
and females into gender-typical coursework (Ainsworth and Roscigno 2005).  The 
practice of disproportionately encouraging males to take blue-collar courses may be 
especially pronounced in schools with higher concentrations of these highly sex-
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segregated jobs. These blue-collar course-taking disparities by gender that appear 
heightened in blue-collar communities may also be a function of local norms surrounding 
gender appropriate work and gender differences in the kinds of career skills students 
perceive as worthy of investment.  
Results indicate that average- and higher- achieving males and females in math in 
blue-collar communities were less likely to take an advanced math course by the end of 
high school than their peers in non-blue-collar communities. This pattern is concerning 
given research showing that taking a course beyond Algebra II in high school is one of 
the strongest predictors of college-going and completion (Adelman 2006).  Accounting 
for the weaker academic focus of schools in blue-collar communities did little to explain 
the advanced course-taking disparities among males.  To the extent that students base 
educational decisions on the educational and skill requirements of local jobs (Bozick 
2010), these young males’ course-taking decisions may be due to the greater abundance 
of sub-baccalaureate, often well-paying jobs in the community. Gender socialization 
processes may also play a role.  For example, Morris (2012) found that males in a blue-
collar community linked academic pursuits with femininity.  
Of great concern are the results suggesting that talented young women from blue-
collar communities are less likely to take a math course beyond Algebra II than their 
counterparts in non-blue-collar communities. In contrast to males, course offerings 
appeared to play a role in these disparities. Ancillary analyses indicated that adjusting for 
course offerings mattered most for young females with average math test scores—those 
females who may be within the margins of attending a four-year college. Few females in 
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blue-collar communities are among the very highest achievers. Indeed, the data indicate 
that only 19% of females attending schools in blue-collar communities have 10th grade 
math test scores that fall within the top quartile among the sample of ELS:2002 public 
high school students, whereas 34% of females in communities with the lowest shares of 
blue-collar workers have math test scores that fall within the top quartile. Given that 
course offerings appear to be more strongly related to the course-taking of average-
achieving girls, the link between high school course offerings and advanced math course-
taking may have consequences for a substantial proportion of females in blue-collar 
communities. 
In today’s economy, research finds that a four-year college degree is linked to the 
greatest economic (and non-economic) returns for women (DiPrete and Buchmann 2006). 
Thus, it is possible that high school training in blue-collar communities may foster—or at 
least not impede—a school-to-well-paying work link for males in blue-collar 
communities.  However, because there are fewer opportunities for well-paying sub-
baccalaureate jobs for women, young women who attend high school in blue-collar 
communities may face labor market penalties. The results from this chapter suggest a 
gendered school curriculum within blue-collar communities that emphasizes blue-collar 
coursework; however, it de-emphasizes academically rigorous course offerings that 
predict four-year college-going, both through its relationship with academic course-
taking and the potential “habitus” or culture it fosters. Are males and females who 
acquired high school training in blue-collar communities less likely to attend a four-year 
college than their counterparts from non-blue-collar communities? If so, do both males 
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and females suffer labor market consequences in early adulthood, or does high school 
training in blue-collar communities result in the greatest penalties for women? The final 
chapter of this dissertation examines how high school training in blue-collar communities 






Chapter 6: Manufacturing Gender Inequality in Early Adulthood: 
           High School Training in Blue-Collar Communities 
 
High school course-taking sets the stage for students’ postsecondary and labor 
force outcomes. Advanced academic coursework, in advanced math in particular, is the 
most powerful predictor of attending a four-year college and completing a bachelor’s 
degree (Adelman 2006). Moreover, an academically rigorous curriculum may shape 
students’ postsecondary pathways even independent of their course-taking through 
fostering a college-going culture (McDonough 1997). With respect to CTE course-taking, 
research finds that males’ overrepresentation in blue-collar employment can be traced 
back to and is partially explained by their disproportionate representation in blue-collar 
high school vocational coursework (Ainsworth and Roscigno 2005). Thus, high school 
training in blue-collar communities observed in the last chapter may foreshadow college-
going and work disparities between men and women in these communities and among 
men and women across blue-collar and non-blue-collar communities. This chapter 
examines whether high school training in blue-collar communities shapes gender 
stratification in post-high school destinations and in early adulthood labor market 
outcomes.  Below, I draw from research on school-to-work links and investigate gender 
disparities in wages across occupations for a Millennial cohort to better understand why 
differences in high school training may shape gender inequalities in the transition to 





Vocational Education and School-to-Work Transitions 
 The 1917 Smith-Hughes Act marked the first federal legislation concerning 
vocational education, supplying schools with funds to offer programs in industrial arts, 
home economics, agriculture, and other non-professional training. The Act represented 
federal endorsement of the use of schools to supply a trained workforce and was an 
attempt to address the accusations of economic stakeholders, like the National 
Association of Manufacturers, that schools were failing to fulfill this function (e.g., 
Kantor and Tyack 1982; Hayward and Benson 1993; Lewis and Cheng 2006).  Federal 
laws since the Smith-Hughes Act were borne out of similar national economic concerns 
and echoed the idea that vocational education improved the employment outcomes of 
non-college bound students.  
 More recently, the Carl D. Perkins Act was re-authorized in 2006, with the goal 
of strengthening school-to-work linkages and linking CTE coursework to the academic 
skills required in the knowledge-based economy (Hayward and Benson 1993; Bozick 
2013).  Additionally, policymakers have been specifically advocating blue-collar training 
for blue-collar jobs. Recent state legislation aimed at facilitating this sub-baccalaureate 
route has garnered public media attention. These state- and local-level initiatives have 
bolstered and upgraded high school blue-collar training with assistance from blue-collar 
industries, with some states allowing these courses to satisfy math and foreign language 
academic requirements.  The idea that blue-collar training will pay off in the labor market 
was expressed even at the highest-levels when President Obama asserted that the skilled 
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trades can be more lucrative than art history degrees in a speech at the General Electric 
Waukesha Gas Engines Facility. 
The implication of these state policies and recent discourse is that blue-collar 
training facilitates transitions to well-paying, blue-collar jobs for all students. Indeed, 
research finds that vocational work in general increases earnings and the odds of finding 
employment in a skilled job (Arum and Shavit 1995; Bishop and Mane 2004; Rumberger 
and Daymont 1984; Shavit and Muller 2000). In general, these studies and others that 
conceptualize and advocate vocational high school education as a route to acquire labor 
market skills rely on functionalist and human capital assumptions about the link between 
schooling and occupational attainment.  Specifically, these studies assume that vocational 
courses teach students skills that will pay off in the labor market (see Ainsworth and 
Roscigno 2005; Arum and Shavit 1995), especially when there is a match between the 
type of vocational training and type of job (Bishop 1989).  Other research questions the 
assumptions underlying these studies and the benefits of vocational education for all 
students. For example, Ainsworth and Roscigno (2005) demonstrate that females’ lower 
rates of blue-collar employment are largely a function of gender differences in rates of 
blue-collar high school course-taking. But even among students who take blue-collar 
courses, the authors find that the labor market returns to blue-collar course-taking vary by 
race/ethnicity and gender, with white men receiving the greatest boost in odds of 





Gender, Education, and Labor Force Outcomes  
Given previous research on school-to-work links, high school training in blue-
collar communities geared more towards blue-collar training and less towards college-
preparation may not harm the labor market outcomes of men if they end up in blue-collar 
jobs. Yet, this coupling may have deleterious consequences for women.  First, as 
discussed earlier, blue-collar jobs are highly sex-segregated and largely blocked to 
women.  Moreover, although blue-collar jobs may offer men good starting wages and 
opportunities for upward mobility, research indicates that the small numbers of women 
who obtain employment in blue-collar jobs are typically concentrated in a kind of 
“female ghetto” (Rosen 1987) within the blue-collar industry, often earning low wages, 
facing male resistance and sexual harassment, and encountering limited access to critical 
informal networks (Tomaskovic‐Devey and Skaggs 2002) in this highly gendered space 
(O’Farrell 1999; Rosen 1987). Indeed, Gauchat, Kelly, and Wallace (2012) find that only 
men experience wage benefits in areas with higher concentrations of manufacturing jobs. 
Moreover, McCall (2001) finds that cities with a heavier manufacturing base have the 
greatest gender inequalities in work outcomes.  
Current discourse encouraging training for blue-collar jobs has ignored the sex-
segregated nature of these occupations and has implicitly assumed that blue-collar 
occupations are good employment options for both men and the small numbers of women 
who enter them. To obtain a first-look at this proposition for a Millennial cohort, I use the 
Current Population Survey (CPS) to calculate the gender gap in 2011 wages across major 
occupation groups among high school graduates ages 25 and 28.  For individuals not paid 
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hourly in 2011, hourly wage is constructed using 2011 salary, weeks and hours worked. 
Following convention for CPS data, respondents with unreasonable wages (less than 
$3.16 or more than $316.26 in 2011 dollars) are excluded (see Cha and Weeden 2014). 
Figure 6.1 shows the average hourly wages of men and women across white-collar, blue-
collar, service, and other non-professional occupations. The percentage difference in 
hourly wages for men and women across these occupations is noted. 
Figure 6.1  2011 Average Hourly Wages by Occupation  for Men and Women,  




Note: 8,782. Author’s calculations from the March 2012 Current Population Survey
White-Collar Blue-Collar Service Non-Prof
Male $24.68 $17.20 $13.78 $17.39













We observe the highest average hourly wages for both young men and women in 
white-collar professions and the lowest average hourly wages for men and women in 
service jobs. Figure 6.1 also shows that, aside from service jobs, young women earn 
substantially lower hourly wages than men in all occupation groups, with the largest 
gender pay gap occurring within blue-collar occupations. Specifically, women working in 
blue-collar jobs earn only 78% of the wages of their male peers compared to 86% in 
white-collar jobs. In sum, these data indicate that sub-baccalaureate occupations are 
generally worse options for women than men with respect to absolute earnings and that 
gender inequality in wages is greatest among blue-collar workers. These data on current 
wages for young men and women combined with previous research suggest that the 
economic stakes of earning a college-degree are high for everyone, but especially for 
women (DiPrete and Buchmann 2006; Jacob 2002). Thus, while blue-collar training for 
blue-collar jobs may lead to relatively good wages for men, women in blue-collar 
communities may suffer labor market penalties if their schools do not offer an 
academically rigorous curriculum that promotes and prepares them for a four-year 
college degree.  
Research Objective 
The overarching objective of this chapter is to investigate whether high school 
training in blue-collar communities benefits both men and women in the labor market. To 
do so, I first compare the postsecondary and early employment outcomes of men and 
women who attended high school in communities with higher and lower concentrations 
of blue-collar workers. Second, I examine the employment status, occupation, and wages 
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of men and women from blue-collar and non-blue-collar communities eight years after 
high school graduation, when they are about 26 years old.  I pay attention to within-
gender differences across communities that vary in their shares of blue-collar workers 




Post-High School Destinations 
I first predict students’ post-high school destinations two years after the cohort’s 
expected high school graduation year.  To do so, I constructed a categorical measure 
indicating highest level of education attempted for respondents who had enrolled in a 
postsecondary institution and employment outcomes for those who had not enrolled in a 
postsecondary institution as of 2006 (the reference category is enrolled in four-year 
institution; other categories are: not working, employed in a job other than blue-collar, 
employed in a blue-collar job, and enrolled in two-year institution). NCES coded 
respondents’ occupations using O*NET 2- and 6- digit codes. These codes align with 
SOC codes, which were used by the Census 2000 to define occupations (see Bureau of 
Labor Statistics for more information). Thus, the codes used to categorize respondents in 
blue-collar occupations are the same as those used to define the labor market measure of 
blue-collar communities described earlier. Following other work examining the 
relationship between occupational-specific vocational course-taking and type of 
occupation (Ainsworth and Roscigno 2005), I classify respondents’ type of occupation by 
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using the distinction between employment in a blue-collar or non-blue-collar occupation. 
Due to small cell sizes, I collapse individuals who are out of the labor force or 
unemployed for the 2006 and 2012 employment outcome measures and refer to this 
population as “not working.” 
Employment Outcomes and Wages in Early Adulthood 
The final analyses use the recently released third follow-up of the ELS:2002 
sophomore cohort to predict young men’s and women’s labor force outcomes in early 
adulthood, eight years following respondents’ expected high school graduation (about 26 
years old). I first predict respondents’ employment outcomes with a categorical measure 
indicating whether the respondent is currently not working and respondent’s occupation 
if employed (the reference category is white-collar and includes respondents in 
professional, managerial, and finance occupations; other categories are: low-wage 
service, blue-collar, other non-professional, and not working). As with the previous 
measure, I used the O*NET codes to create these occupational categories. In the final 
analyses, I estimate the hourly wages of men and women who attended high schools in 
counties with smaller and larger shares of blue-collar workers. Hourly wages were 
constructed by NCES using respondents’ 2011 reported earnings and employment 
information. I follow convention and log this dependent variable.  
Controls 
 In addition to the control measures used in the previous chapter, these analyses 
include a measure indicating whether a student obtained a GED or a regular high school 
diploma. In addition, a minority of respondents reported taking one or more courses at a 
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technical, two-year, or four-year postsecondary institution in 2012.  I include this 
population and control for current enrollment status, but estimates excluding this group 
from the analyses yield nearly identical results to those reported. 
Analytic Plan 
I examine whether the tight linkage between high school training and local blue-
collar jobs in blue-collar communities benefits men and women by first examining 
respondents’ labor market and postsecondary outcomes two years after expected high 
school graduation. Multinomial logistic regressions are used to predict respondents’ post-
high school destinations. Models are nested to assess whether school course offerings and 
student course-taking mediate the relationship between the local labor market and 
respondents’ outcomes. The models predicting post-high school destination are restricted 
to high school graduates who were attending public schools when they were sophomores 
in high school and who participated in the 2006 follow-up and the 2002 base year survey 
(n=10,080). I estimate models separately by gender, and Chow tests support this analytic 
decision. 
 The final analyses examine whether high school training in blue-collar 
communities shapes disparities in males’ and females’ employment status, occupations, 
and hourly wages in young adulthood. Multinomial logistic regressions are used to 
predict respondents’ occupations eight years after expected high school graduation, after 
sample members have had the opportunity to complete postsecondary education.  The 
models predicting labor force outcomes are restricted to public high school sophomore 
students who graduated from high school and participated in the 2002 base-year and 2012 
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follow-up surveys (n=9,190). I use Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regression to predict 
hourly logged wages in 2011 among high school graduates who reported non-zero wages 
(n=8,510).  These models are nested in order to assess whether differences in high school 
training, post-high school destinations, and occupation in early adulthood mediate any 
observed differences in hourly wages among males and females who attended high 
school in communities with higher and lower concentrations of blue-collar workers. 
Ancillary analyses indicated that the relationship between high school course-taking and 
students’ college and labor market outcomes does not statistically significantly differ for 
students attending schools in blue-collar and non-blue-collar communities. Full models 
are shown in Appendix D. 
Because the sample selection filters used in these analyses may bias the estimates, 
I employ a strategy rooted in the Heckman two-step selection correction logic in an 
attempt to address this problem. I first used probit models to estimate males’ and 
females’ likelihood of being a high school graduate and the likelihood of having non-zero 
wages with a host of covariates listed in the descriptive statistics table. For the probit 
model predicting the likelihood of having non-zero wages, I also include indicators of 
marital status and having children. From these models, I computed inverse Mills ratios 
(IMR), or the hazard rate of not being included in the sample. Analyses for respondents’ 
post-high school destinations, occupation, and wages eight years following expected high 







Weighted descriptive statistics for dependent variables and parents’ level of 
education by labor market quartile and gender are shown in Table 6.1. Looking first at 
post-high school destinations, males and females who attended high school in blue-collar 
communities are less likely to go to a four-year college than their peers. Notably, the 
female advantage over males in four-year enrollment is smallest in blue-collar 
communities (37% vs. 33%; 4% gap), and it is about one-third the size of females’ four-
year-college enrollment advantage in the first quartile (57% vs. 44%; 13% gap). We also 
observe that males are more likely to have a blue-collar job than their peers in 
communities with smaller shares of blue-collar workers, whereas females in general are 
not likely to be employed in a blue-collar job. Females in blue-collar communities are 
also more likely to have a non-blue-collar job, be attending a two-year college, and to not 
be working than females in non-blue-collar communities. Eight years after expected high 
school graduation, males and females who attended high school in blue-collar 
communities are less likely to be employed in a white-collar job and more likely to be in 
a blue-collar job than their peers in non-blue collar communities. Females in blue-collar 
communities are also more likely to not be working or be in low-wage service jobs than 
females from non-blue-collar communities. Both males and females from blue-collar 
communities earn lower average hourly wages than their peers from other communities.  
We observe striking social class differences between males and females from 
blue-collar communities and their counterparts in communities with smaller shares of 
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blue-collar workers. Only about 25 percent of students who attended high school in blue-
collar communities have a parent with a four-year degree compared to about 45 percent 
of students who attended high school in non-blue-collar communities. Already coming 
from more socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds than their peers, to what extent 
does high school training in blue-collar communities benefit both young men and women 
in the labor market? The following analyses will investigate this question through 






Two Years Out of High School 
 Both males’ and females’ course-taking patterns in blue-collar communities 
suggest that they may be less prepared for college and that males may be more prepared 
for blue-collar jobs compared with their peers in communities with the smallest share of 
blue-collar occupations. In Tables 6.2 and 6.3, I use multinomial logistic regressions to 
investigate males’ and females’ likelihood of attending a four-year university, being 
employed in a blue-collar job, being employed in a non-blue-collar job, attending a two-








In Model 1 of Table 6.2, we observe that males who attended high school in blue-
collar communities have about a 9 percentage point higher probability of being employed 
in a blue-collar job (p<.001) and 7 percentage point lower probability of attending a four-
year college (p<.01) relative to males from non-blue-collar communities. These 
differences are net of base-year sociodemographic, academic background, and other 
factors. Model 2 introduces high school course offerings, and we observe that the 
numbers of AP/IB and advanced math courses offered are positively and statistically 
significantly associated with four-year college attendance, and that the number of AP/IB 
courses is negatively associated with blue-collar employment.  Adjusting for differences 
in course offerings reduces the gap in blue-collar employment from about 9 percentage 
points to 6.4 percentage points, but a statistically significant difference persists. Adjusting 
for differences in high school course offerings reduces the gap in four-year college 
attendance between males from blue-collar and non-blue-collar communities by nearly 
40% and renders the association non-significant. In Model 3, even after controlling for 
both course offerings and course-taking, males who attended high school in blue-collar 
communities remain more likely to be employed in blue-collar jobs relative to males 
from non-blue-collar communities. 
 Table 6.3 presents these models for females. Model 1 shows that, relative to 
females who attended high school in non-blue-collar communities, those from blue-collar 
communities are about 11 percentage points less likely to attend a four-year college 
(p<.001). Accounting for differences in high school course offerings in Model 2 reduces 
the gap in four-year college enrollment to about 7 percentage points, or by about 35%.  
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The share of AP/IB course offerings appears to be the driving force behind the 
attenuation of the relationship. Model 3 introduces course-taking controls, and we see 
that females who took an advanced math course by the end of high school have a 15 
percentage point higher probability of attending a four-year college. Unsurprisingly, the 
fact that female students in blue-collar communities are less likely to take advanced math 
seems to be a particular hindrance to their college attendance, and conditioning on 
course-taking further reduces their disadvantage from a 7.3 to 5.5 percentage point 
difference. The reduction in the AP/IB course offering coefficient suggests that some, but 
not all of the association between AP/IB course offerings and four-year college-going 
operates through its relationship with women’s advanced math course-taking. Course-
offerings and course-taking combine to reduce the gap observed in attending a four-year 
college in Model 1 by about 50%.  Interestingly, the negative coefficient for females who 
attended high school in the 2nd quartile for the percentage of blue-collar workers in the 
county changes little after accounting for these factors, suggesting that different 
mechanisms may be operating outside of blue-collar communities. 
Ancillary analyses not shown here indicated that the gender gaps in blue-collar 
communities for not working and being employed in a non-blue-collar job are greater 
than they are in non-blue-collar communities. As suggested by the descriptive statistics 
discussed earlier, the female advantage in four-year college-going in blue-collar 
communities was substantially and statistically significantly smaller than it was in other 
communities. Additionally, controlling for high school course offerings increased the 
college-going advantage of females from blue-collar communities over their male peers.  
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 In sum, the findings indicate that high school course offerings and course-taking 
played a major role in both males’ and females’ lower probabilities of attending a four-
year college relative to their peers in non-blue-collar communities. While course 
offerings and course-taking partially account for males’ higher likelihood of having a 
blue-collar job and lower likelihood of attending a four-year college in blue-collar 
communities, we find that males in blue-collar communities are more likely to have blue-
collar jobs even independent of these factors. As with course-taking, this suggests a tight 
connection to the local labor market for males’ blue-collar labor force participation; 
males with local opportunities in blue-collar occupations appear to go into blue-collar 
jobs even after adjusting for differences in high school training.  
Eight Years Out of High School 
 The previous analyses demonstrated that students in blue-collar communities 
pursue different post-high school avenues than their peers in non-blue-collar communities 
and provided insight into where students end up soon after high school.  I now turn to 
investigating students’ labor force outcomes eight years out of high school, after students 
have had the opportunity to complete postsecondary education, in order to shed light on 
the types of jobs in which students from these different types of communities end up in 
early adulthood. 
 Figure 6.2 presents predicted probabilities for males’ and females’ occupations in 
2012 for those attending high school in blue-collar and non-blue-collar communities. 
These probabilities were estimated from multinomial logistic regressions (shown in 
Appendix D) controlling for base-year sociodemographic, academic, school, and other 
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local labor market measures. We observe that the predicted probability of being 
employed in a blue-collar occupation is .28 for males from blue-collar communities 
compared to .19 for their male peers in non-blue-collar communities. This disparity in 
blue-collar employment is the only significant difference in occupational outcome among 
males. In contrast, females in blue-collar communities who are otherwise average on 
base-year controls are statistically significantly more likely to not be working (.23 vs. 
18), less likely to be employed in white-collar jobs (.33 vs. 39), and slightly more likely 
to be employed in blue-collar jobs (.05 vs.03) relative to females in non-blue-collar 
communities.  Analyses not reported here showed that these differences in adult 
occupational outcomes for females become non-significant after accounting for 
differences in course offerings and course-taking in high school, indicating a relationship 
between high school training and the labor force that persists into women’s mid-20s. 
Ancillary analyses also indicate that the gender gaps in the likelihood of being employed 
in a service occupation or not working are larger in blue-collar communities than in non-
blue-collar communities. The occupational outcomes of men and women from blue-collar 
communities eight years after high school are consistent with what one would expect 
given the four-year college enrollment and early employment differences observed in 







Figure 6.2: Predicted Probabilities for Occupation Eight Years Following Expected 
High School Graduation  
              
 
Notes: 
* statistically significant within-gender difference (*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05);   
a indicates gender gap in 4th quartile is statistically significantly different than gender gap in 1st quartile 
(p<.01) 
All models include: inverse Mills ratio for selection into sample, postsecondary enrollment status, GED 
status, % low-wage service jobs in county, county unemployment rate, race/ethnicity, student transfer 
status, parent education, family structure, family income, 9th grade GPA, 9th grade math level, math test 
score, school % free lunch, school % minority, magnet school status, vocational school status, urbanicity, 





































Results indicate that women who attended high school in blue-collar communities 
were less likely to be working than their male peers and female counterparts in non-blue-
collar communities. However, given differences in the postsecondary and occupational 
outcomes of men and women across these communities, we might also expect to see 
gender disparities in wages among those who are working. Table 6.5 shows selected 
coefficients from gender-stratified OLS regressions predicting logged hourly wages for 
each labor market quartile and controlling for base-year sociodemographic, academic 
(e.g., 9th grade GPA, 9th grade math course level, 10th grade math test score), and school 
controls (full model shown in Appendix D). For ease of interpretation, I predict the 
expected 2011 logged hourly wages for men and women who attended high school in 
blue-collar (4th quartile) and non-blue-collar (1st quartile) communities who are otherwise 
average on controls. The antilogs of these predicted values, or the predicted hourly wages 
in dollars, are presented in Table 6.4.  For presentation purposes, I show the predicted 











Table 6.4:  Estimated Hourly Wages in 2011 and Gender Wage Gap from OLS 
Regressions Predicting Logged Wages by Gender 
  Men Women Gender Wage Gap 
% County Blue-Collar Workers       
   1st Quartile 14.81 13.85 94% 
   4th Quartile 15.03    12.96*a 86% 
        
Observations  3,900 4,620  
Notes: 
* statistically significant within-gender difference (*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05);   
a indicates gender gap in 4th quartile is statistically significantly different than gender gap in 1st quartile 
(p<.01) 
All models include: inverse Mills ratio for selection into sample, postsecondary enrollment status, GED 
status, % low-wage service jobs in county, county unemployment rate, race/ethnicity, student transfer 
status, parent education, family structure, family income, 9th grade GPA, 9th grade math level, math 
test score, school % free lunch, school % minority, magnet school status, vocational school status, 


















Model 1 of Table 6.5 shows that females, but not males, in blue-collar 
communities earn statistically significantly lower wages than their counterparts in blue-
collar communities, on average and net of base-year controls. Specifically, women who 
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attended high school in blue-collar communities earn hourly wages that are 6.6% lower, 
on average, than their female peers in non-blue-collar communities. Turning now to the 
predicted hourly wages in Table 6.4, we first note within-gender differences across these 
local labor markets and observe that otherwise average males who attended high schools 
in non-blue-collar and blue-collar communities make about $15 per hour. In contrast, 
otherwise average women from blue-collar communities earn almost one dollar lower per 
hour than their female peers in non-blue-collar communities ($12.96 compared to 
$13.85).  
Most striking is that the gender gap in wages between men and women who 
attended high school in blue-collar communities is over two dollars ($15.03 compared to 
$12.96) compared to about a one-dollar difference ($14.81 compared to $13.85) between 
men and women who attended high school in non-blue-collar communities. Ancillary 
analyses of a fully-interacted pooled model indicated that the gender gap in wages within 
blue-collar communities is statistically significantly larger than it is in non-blue-collar 
communities, and that this gap is reduced by about one-third after controlling for the 
differences in early adulthood occupation observed in Figure 6.2. These results suggest 
that gender inequality in early adult labor force outcomes is heightened among young 
men and women who received high school training in blue-collar communities. 
Turning back to the regression coefficients in Table 6.5, I now examine whether 
differences in high school training help explain the wage differentials observed among 
females. Given that males from blue-collar communities do not appear to earn lower 
wages than their male counterparts from non-blue-collar communities, attention is also 
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paid to potential gender differences in the relationship between high school training and 
wages. In Model 2, high school course offerings are introduced. The number of AP/IB 
courses offered are positively and statistically significantly associated with women’s 
wages in early adulthood.  Specifically, a one percent increase in the number of AP/IB 
courses offerings is associated with a 4.2 percent increase in wages, on average.  
Adjusting for differences in course offerings reduces the wage penalty of females from 
blue-collar communities by one-half and renders the association non-significant. 
Interestingly, high school course offerings do not appear to matter for males’ wages, and 
results from ancillary analyses indicate that the relationship between AP/IB course 
offerings and wages for males is statistically significantly weaker than it is for females.   
After controlling for high school course-taking in Model 3, the coefficient for 
females in blue-collar communities is further reduced in magnitude, and we observe a 
positive and statistically significant relationship between advanced math course-taking 
and females’ wages. Interestingly, adjusting for high school course offerings and course-
taking appears to only slightly attenuate the coefficients for females in the 2nd and 3rd 
quartiles, suggesting that the wage penalty for women in these communities compared to 
their peers in the 1st quartile has less to do with differences in high school training than it 
does for women in blue-collar communities. Turning to males now, taking advanced 
math by the end of high school does not appear to statistically significantly influence 
their wages, but the number of blue-collar courses taken by the end of high school is 
positively associated with males’ wages. Results from ancillary analyses indicated that 
the differences in blue-collar course-taking coefficients for males and females are 
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statistically significant, suggesting gender differences in the returns to blue-collar course-
taking. 
Model 4 introduces students’ highest level of education attempted in 2006 and 
occupation in 2012. Having attended a four-year college by 2006 is positively and 
statistically significantly associated with wages in 2011 for both males and females. We 
also observe that all occupations relative to white-collar are linked to lower wages, on 
average, for both males and females with one exception—males in blue-collar jobs do not 
earn wages that are statistically significantly lower than those earned by males in white-
collar jobs. Surprisingly, statistically significant associations between blue-collar course-
taking and males’ wages persist. AP/IB course offerings and advanced math course-
taking also remain predictive of females’ wages, but the reduction in the size of the 
coefficients suggests that its relationship with females’ wages was partially operating 
through their associations with postsecondary enrollment and current occupation. In 
ancillary analyses, I found that AP/IB course offerings remained statistically significantly 
associated with women’s wages even after controlling for AP/IB course-taking. 
 It is important to interpret these results with caution given that respondents are 
only about 26 years old. However, at least in the short-term, the results suggest that males 
from blue-collar communities earn comparable wages to their male counterparts who 
attended high school in communities with smaller shares of blue-collar workers. In 
contrast, women who attended high school in blue-collar communities earn lower wages 
than their male peers and their female counterparts in non-blue-collar communities. 
Results suggest that these young women experienced a relative wage disadvantage 
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partially because their schools did not offer the advanced academic course offerings that 
lead to the most advantageous pathways to the labor market for women.   
Discussion 
The ways our nation’s schools adapt to a rapidly changing economy have 
important implications for our economic health and social stratification. Indeed, the 
educational gradient in life course outcomes is accelerating at a time that jobs and 
occupational demands are rapidly changing. Some scholars and policymakers continue to 
argue that the best path to economic success is for individuals and communities to invest 
in higher education and develop the cognitive skills required by jobs in the knowledge-
based economy. In contrast to this camp and to the wave of reforms aimed at curricular 
upgrading since A Nation at Risk (1983), many states are re-emphasizing career and 
technical training (CTE).  In addition, a cadre of academics argues against the “college-
for-all” prescription, pointing to evidence of growing mid-skill, sub-baccalaureate jobs 
primarily in blue-collar occupations. Against this gender-absent scholarly and policy 
debate, the current study focused on communities and their schools and uncovered the 
gendered educational and work consequences of linking high school training to local sub-
baccalaureate jobs. I focused on this relationship within today’s blue-collar 
communities—places within the United States where these highly sex-segregated jobs 
still exist and that inspired a classical, primarily ethnographic, sociological literature on 
the local dynamics of social stratification.  
The results demonstrate divergent labor market outcomes for men and women 
attending high school in blue-collar communities. Relative to their female peers in 
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communities with the smallest share of blue-collar jobs, women in blue-collar 
communities were less likely to attend a four-year university. Not surprisingly, disparities 
in these post-high school destinations foreshadowed these women’s lower representation 
in professional jobs and greater odds of not working or working in blue-collar jobs in 
their mid-twenties. In addition to within-gender differences across local labor markets, I 
found that women’s over-representation among young adults not working and in low-
wage service jobs—a primary source of gender inequality in today’s economy—is 
strongest within blue-collar communities.  
This study found that women who attended high school in blue-collar 
communities faced postsecondary matriculation and labor market penalties—independent 
of family background, base-year academic measures, and other antecedents—that can be 
traced back to their schools’ weaker academic curriculum and lower odds of taking 
advanced math by the end of high school. For women attending schools in blue-collar 
communities, this relationship had postsecondary and labor market penalties that 
reverberated throughout late adolescence and early adulthood. Yet, the results identify 
that the greater curricular focus on blue-collar courses and weaker focus on advanced 
academic courses among schools in blue-collar communities has gender divergent labor 
market consequences. Two-years out of high school, boys were less likely to be enrolled 
in a four-year college, but were more likely to be employed in blue-collar jobs than their 
male peers and their female counterparts within blue-collar communities. Their schools’ 
academically weaker curricula, lower odds of taking advanced math, and greater blue-
collar course-taking combine to explain their lower probability of attending a four-year 
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college relative to their male peers in non-blue-collar communities (about a 10 percentage 
point gap). The weaker academic curricula of their schools, combined with their greater 
blue-collar course-taking, partially accounted for but did not fully explain their higher 
probability of being employed in a blue-collar job two years following high school 
graduation.  
Eight years out of high school, boys in blue-collar communities remained more 
likely to be employed in blue-collar jobs, net of a strong set of baseline 
sociodemographic, academic (e.g., 10th grade math test score, 9th grade GPA and math 
course level), and school factors. These differences in blue-collar employment were 
large, with about a 10 percentage point difference in the probability of blue-collar 
employment between males attending high school in blue-collar and non-blue-collar 
communities (see AMEs in Appendix D or Figure 6.2). These relationships were not 
entirely explained by high school training.  The residual relationships may be a function 
of greater opportunities for blue-collar jobs in these local communities and may also have 
roots in cultural and socialization processes that shape occupation in early adulthood.  
Finally, unlike their female peers, males who attended high school in blue-collar 
communities did not face wage penalties relative to their male counterparts in non-blue-
collar communities. Results suggest that this may be the case partially because 
academically rigorous course offerings and course-taking only appeared to matter for 
females’ wages, on average. In fact, the only observed statistically significant association 
between high school training and males’ wages was for blue-collar course-taking, which 
positively predicted males’ wages. Thus, it appears that the gendered curriculum in blue-
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collar communities has gendered pay-offs partly because blue-collar training and 
academically rigorous coursework have differential returns for young men and women. 
The results from the previous chapter indicated that the greater advanced math 
course-taking disparities between students in blue-collar communities and those in non-
blue-collar communities occurred among average-to-high-achievers. Yet ancillary 
analyses revealed no statistically significant interaction between the labor market and the 
post-high school outcomes predicted in this chapter for men. The labor market patterns 
observed for occupation and wages eight-years following high school also did not 
statistically significantly vary across achievement levels among women. However, these 
results did suggest that differences in two-year college-going between young women who 
attended high school in blue-collar communities and their counterparts from non-blue-
collar communities were greater among high school higher-achievers. It is perhaps 
unsurprising that this pattern of stratification found in the previous chapter does not carry 
through into early adulthood, when students are no longer formally sorted by test scores 
and many other factors likely come into play.  
The findings from this chapter have implications for research examining school-
to-work links. The U.S. educational system is distinct from most other countries in that 
the link between curriculum and the labor market is more weakly coupled and students 
typically enter vocational or career and technical specialization relatively late in 
adolescence (high school) (Hannan, Raffe and Smyth 1996; Kerckhoff 1995). Often, CTE 
course enrollment is as much a choice away from an academic curriculum as it is toward 
sub-baccalaureate career training among students who are struggling with the academic 
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curriculum. Proponents in the current debate about expanding CTE opportunities point to 
European education models that foster strong school-to-work links, highlight its potential 
labor market value as an alternative to college and emphasize that it is an alternative 
worthy of choice even for students who are not struggling academically.  
 The case of schools in blue-collar communities is exactly this type of condition, 
where the school and labor market are more tightly coupled and blue-collar coursework is 
more prevalent, and perhaps less marginalized than in most U.S. schools. Yet, this local 
setup appears to help foster a school-to-work link only for boys. Indeed, women in blue-
collar communities were no more likely to enter blue-collar jobs relative to females in 
non-blue-collar communities two years out of high school, and the difference in 
representation in blue-collar occupations eight years following high school was only two 
percentage points (5 percent compared to 3 percent). This difference is especially small 
compared to the 10% expected gap in four-year college-going (Table 6.3), 5% expected 
gap in not working, and 6% expected gap in professional employment (Figure 6.2) 
between women in blue-collar and non-blue-collar communities.  
These findings provide strong evidence that the coupling between prevalent local 
jobs and high school training in blue-collar communities does not benefit women.  But is 
this coupling that appears to facilitate a school-to-work link good for boys, whose lower 
educational achievement and attainment drive current scholarly and policy discourse? 
Indeed, research finds labor market advantages of high school vocational training when 
the type of training it is linked to students’ post-high school occupation (Grubb 1999)—a 
match this study’s results suggest is strong for young men in blue-collar communities. 
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Although the CPS estimates of wages across occupations, reported in Figure 6.1, show 
sizable gaps in young men’s earnings between men in professional and blue-collar 
occupations, these estimates are purely descriptive. The analyses reported in Table 6.5 
show that young men in public high schools in the base-year of ELS who were employed 
blue-collar jobs in 2011 did not earn statistically significantly lower wages than men 
employed in professional occupations after controlling for sociodemographic and early 
high school academic factors; however, these early adulthood wage patterns (about age 
25) warrant caution.  
 It is possible that the labor force outcomes of these young men provide support 
for President Obama’s and policymakers’ statements touting blue-collar jobs as 
economically pragmatic alternatives to the kinds of jobs many four-year graduates obtain. 
Rather than shouldering the substantial cost of higher education, these young men were 
earning wages in occupations that can rival and surpass many baccalaureate degree-
requiring jobs. Thus, this narrowly focused high school training may benefit, or at least 
not harm, the short-term labor market prospects of young men from blue-collar 
communities. At the same time, because these young men were less likely to attend a 
four-year college, they may face limited alternative opportunities to obtain well-paying 
jobs because blue-collar jobs are among the only remaining higher-paying sub-
baccalaureate occupations (Carnevale et al. 2011). Furthermore, research finds that the 
early adulthood employment advantages of taking more high school vocational courses 
and fewer general courses are “offset by less adaptability and thus diminished 
employment later in life” (Hanushek, Woessmann and Zhang 2011). A recent study 
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indicates that blue-collar workers—and the communities that relied most upon them—
disproportionately bore the financial burden during the Great Recession (Sum et al. 
2010). It is possible that CTE courses that complement and emphasize the cognitive skills 
typically linked to academically rigorous courses, as discussed by some scholars (Bozick 
and Dalton 2013; Stone, Alfeld and Pearson 2008), have the potential to cultivate the 
analytic skills increasingly required in the knowledge-based economy. 
Although a topic of great interest to social stratification and inequality scholars as 
well as for the general public, it is beyond the scope of this study and the data to examine 
the longer-run consequences of a tighter school-to-blue-collar work transition for young 
males. What is clear from this study is that the same school curricula that foster—or at 
least does not inhibit—a school-to-work link for young men in the short-run penalizes 
women in the labor market. The returns to a four-year degree are larger for women than 
they are for men (DiPrete and Buchmann 2006) and well-paying sub-baccalaureate jobs 
are almost entirely concentrated among male-dominated, blue-collar jobs (Carnevale et 
al. 2011). High school training in blue-collar communities appears to ultimately harm the 
labor market prospects of young women not because they offer greater numbers of blue-
collar courses ipso facto, but because they do so at the expense of offering academically 
rigorous courses that prepare young women for bachelor’s degrees and professional 
work. The flip-side of this pattern is that young women in communities with the lowest 
concentrations of blue-collar workers, who have served as the referents in this study’s 
analyses, reap educational and labor market advantages that are partially a function of 
their schools offering advanced academic courses that advantage women after high 
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school. Indeed, the course offerings figure in Chapter 5 showed that schools in the 1st 
quartile offered twice as many AP/IB courses as blue-collar courses, whereas schools 
within blue-collar communities offered almost twice as many blue-collar courses as 
AP/IB courses. Future work should further investigate how the curricular choices of 
schools shape gender inequality more generally and in the context of different types of 
local economies. 
This study’s attempt to examine linkages between local labor markets, school 
curricula, and gendered education and labor market outcomes has limitations. It is 
possible, for example, that I did not fully capture the differences between families who 
select into or choose to stay within blue-collar communities and those who do not; these 
differences may be related to both the local labor market and their sons’ and daughters’ 
education and labor market outcomes. In ancillary analyses, I find that the presented 
findings are robust after accounting for father’s and/or mother’s employment in a blue-
collar occupation, a potential source of selection into these communities. In addition, the 
results indicate that school course offerings largely mediate the course-taking differences 
that foreshadow disparities in post-high school destinations across communities. 
Identifying this institutional constraint as a mechanism for the relationships found 
between the local labor market and gender differences in students’ outcomes provides 
greater confidence that the observed relationships between the local labor market and the 
study’s outcomes of interest are not spurious. Moreover, the results suggest that gender 
differences exist within blue-collar communities among otherwise similar families. This 
provides stronger confidence in these results to the extent that selection into communities 
122 
 
is similar among families with sons and daughters. Nonetheless, without examining 
changes in job opportunities in local labor markets over time due to economic shocks or 
other sources of exogenous variation, it is not possible to make causal inferences between 
the local labor market and young adults’ labor force outcomes. 
Previous research suggests that white males are the greatest beneficiaries of blue-
collar jobs, and recent work highlights the importance of examining how local and 
regional labor markets shape labor market outcomes at the intersection of gender, class, 
and race/ethnicity (McCall 2001). I found a very similar pattern of findings for lower- 
and higher- SES males and females from blue-collar communities.  Although cell sizes 
were small, results from ancillary analyses suggest that the disparity in blue-collar 
employment between black and white males was greatest among young males attending 
high school in blue-collar communities. Revisiting earlier sociological work that 
investigated racial inequalities within blue-collar communities should be a priority for 
future research. Although the patterns of gender disparities among Black men and women 
in blue-collar communities looked similar to those of white men and women in ancillary 
analyses, small cell sizes prevented a full analysis of gender gaps in labor force outcomes 
across racial/ethnic groups within these communities.  
Conclusion 
Overall, this chapter’s results are consistent with research associating local labor 
markets with lower demands for female labor (Cotter et al. 1998; Hanson and Pratt 1992) 
and heavier concentrations of manufacturing jobs with greater gender inequality in the 
New Economy (Gauchat, Kelly and Wallace 2012; McCall 2001). Yet, through 
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conceptualizing schools as connected with and arising out of communities, this study 
elucidates the role of gendered school curricula within these local labor markets in the 
production of gender stratification in early adulthood. This pattern was indeed seen in the 
early 20th century, when women’s technical training was limited to often poorly funded 
home economics training or lower-status textile and factory work while men were trained 
for blue-collar work in industrial cities (Rury 1991; Werum 2002). Women in blue-collar 
communities were not provided with the technical training that would benefit them in the 
labor market a century ago. This chapter reveals a similar story almost a century later; 
schools in communities with existing blue-collar jobs emphasize blue-collar training for 
young men but de-emphasize the rigorous academic course offerings that encourage 
advanced academic course-taking and college-going—the pathway that leads to the 




Chapter 7: Conclusion 
 
Schools in every modern society are charged with the task of equitably preparing 
future workers for highly differentiated jobs in the labor market.  Classic debates about 
whether high schools should emphasize academic coursework or vocational training have 
escalated in the midst of economic recovery, an increasingly polarized labor market, and 
ballooning inequality. This tension arises out of the cognitive skills demanded by the 
knowledge economy and the technical skills demanded by sub-baccalaureate jobs. Some 
scholars and policymakers call for increased academic intensification that prepares 
students to attend and complete a four-year degree. Others advocate a renewed emphasis 
on CTE curricula that prepare students for sub-baccalaureate jobs. Exponents of each 
curricular prescription have tended to focus on national labor market demands, and 
dominant sociological paradigms have emphasized how schools serve broader societal 
needs or reinforce disparities in the occupational division of labor. Yet the geographic 
distribution of jobs demanding higher and lower levels of education is highly uneven, and 
at least historically, high school training has been tailored to local labor market demands. 
Furthermore, this debate has been gender-neutral even though well-paying sub-
baccalaureate work lies primarily in male-dominated, blue-collar occupations that have 
escaped the “hollowing out” of mid-skills occupations.  
 This dissertation highlighted these local economic and gendered dimensions that 
have been neglected in academic research and policy discussions on high school training 
in the new economy.  Specifically, I investigated the potential relationships among local 
labor markets, the academic and CTE focus of high school course offerings, and males’ 
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and females’ education and labor market outcomes.  Chapter 3 focused on local labor 
markets with higher and lower shares of sub-baccalaureate workers.  I first investigated 
whether schools in communities with higher concentrations of workers in sub-
baccalaureate jobs devote a larger share of their curricula to CTE courses and a smaller 
share to advanced academic coursework (Research Aim 1). I found evidence for this 
connection between local labor markets and school course offerings.   
Next, I examined whether students in communities with higher concentrations of 
workers in sub-baccalaureate jobs take greater numbers of CTE courses and have lower 
odds of taking advanced academic math (Research Aim 2a).  I also assessed the role of 
course offerings in explaining any of these course-taking differences (Research Aim 2b).  
I found that the course-taking patterns of students across these places paralleled the 
school course offerings patterns.  Specifically, I found that students attending high 
schools in local labor markets with higher concentrations of sub-baccalaureate workers 
tend to take greater numbers of CTE courses than their counterparts attending high 
schools in local labor markets with lower concentrations of sub-baccalaureate workers, 
and these course-taking differences are partially explained by differences in CTE school 
course offerings.  I also found that students attending high schools in places with higher 
concentrations of sub-baccalaureate workers—especially those who were higher-
achieving—are less likely to take advanced math course by the end of high school 
relative to their counterparts in areas with lower concentrations of sub-baccalaureate 
workers. Results indicated that the lower academic rigor of the curriculum of schools 
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plays an important role in explaining these students’ lower odds of taking an advanced 
academic math course.   
The third chapter investigated the overall relationship between the character of 
high school training and the concentrations of local sub-baccalaureate workers. The 
current backlash against the college-for-all ethos and promotion of CTE training has 
often cited blue-collar jobs as examples of well-paying, sub-baccalaureate work. This 
discussion has been gender-neutral, despite the fact that these jobs are male-dominated. 
For these reasons, the remainder of this dissertation’s research aims focused on males’ 
and females’ education and labor market outcomes who attended high schools in 
communities with larger shares of blue-collar workers. In the fifth chapter, I investigated 
whether males and females in communities with higher concentrations of blue-collar 
workers take greater numbers of blue-collar courses and whether they are less likely to 
take advanced academic math relative to their peers in communities with lower 
concentrations of blue-collar workers (Research Aim 3a). I was also interested in whether 
differences in blue-collar and advanced academic course offerings across these 
communities explained any observed differences in course-taking (Research Aim 3b). 
Results indicated that males, but not females, attending high schools in blue-collar 
communities take greater numbers of blue-collar courses than their counterparts attending 
high schools in communities with the lowest shares of blue-collar workers. Both males 
and females from blue-collar communities were less likely to take an advanced math 
course by the end of high school, but these math course-taking disparities were found 
only among students who were average-to-high achieving. Adjusting for differences in 
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course offerings across these communities only partially explained these course-taking 
patterns. 
Finally, I investigated whether high school training in blue-collar communities 
benefits both men and women by examining gender disparities in males’ and females’ 
postsecondary and labor market outcomes (Research Aim 4). In sum, results suggested 
that high school training in blue-collar communities fostered a strong school-to-blue-
collar work link for young men. In sharp contrast, women from blue-collar communities 
suffered severe labor market penalties relative to their male peers and female counterparts 
who attended high schools in communities with the lowest concentration of blue-collar 
workers.  Results suggested that their schools’ weaker academic curriculum played an 
important role in the postsecondary and early labor market disadvantages these women 
faced, operating both through and independent of its relationship to their lower odds of 
taking advanced math in high school. 
Policy Implications 
 
This dissertation raises questions related to enduring debates about what schools 
should teach the nation’s youth. Historically, politicians and business leaders have 
directed attention and often assigned blame to the school system during economic 
downturns, asserting that schools have not adequately trained students for the skills 
required in the labor market (Bartlett et al. 2002). In contrast to the curricular reform 
efforts since the 1980s, which have aimed to prepare all students for four-year colleges, 
recent policy discussions have represented European models with tight secondary school-
to-work linkages as models of success. Indeed, President Obama’s recently touted 
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manufacturing innovation hubs are rooted in this model and aim to secure the talent 
pipeline for these mid-skills jobs through forging connections between high schools, 
community colleges, and local blue-collar industries. However, these initiatives are 
geographically-focused and mainly in the South and Midwest—pockets within the 
country where some blue-collar jobs persist even after decades of decline, and whose 
economies stand in sharp relief to those relying on high-tech, innovative job sectors.  
The gendered nature of this work has been ignored by these initiatives and similar 
state legislative efforts to expand blue-collar related CTE coursework, in some cases at 
the cost of academically rigorous courses. But the results from this dissertation suggest 
that increased high school training related to local blue-collar jobs absent an academically 
rigorous curriculum may heighten gender inequality in the labor force and leave young 
women floundering in the new economy.  Indeed, the findings from Chapter 6 suggest 
that the weaker academic curriculum of schools in blue-collar communities played a role 
in the lower wages and higher rates of unemployment and low-wage service employment 
for women. And while blue-collar training may benefit local economies in the short-run, 
recent work argues that community- and state-level investment in four-year degrees 
provide the only viable avenue towards economic health and resiliency in places where 
blue-collar jobs are predicted to continue declining (Moretti 2013).  The results from this 
dissertation cannot speak directly to the larger debate of whether a renewed emphasis on 
training for local blue-collar jobs will contribute to or detract from the nation’s long-run 
economic health; however, it highlights one important, though neglected, aspect of this 
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debate and issues a call for concern about gender equity and the outcomes of young 
women.  
In addition, the results suggesting gender-divergent labor market outcomes of 
high school training in blue-collar communities have general implications for research on 
school-to-work links and labor market stratification. Results predicting young men’s and 
women’s wages in early adulthood suggest that academic and CTE coursework may have 
gendered returns in the labor market. Whereas academically rigorous course offerings 
and course-taking were positively related to women’s wages, they appeared to matter 
little for the wages of young men. Indeed, the only curricular indicator that did not appear 
to matter for women’s wages—blue-collar course-taking—was the only curricular 
indicator that appeared to matter for men’s. These findings challenge functionalist 
assumptions that human capital is rewarded equally in the labor market and indicate that 
the curricular choices of schools may heighten inequality in some contexts. Research that 
investigates trade-offs between CTE training for existing jobs and social equality—and 
how these tradeoffs may vary across diverse local economies—will be imperative as the 
nation strives to fill existing mid-skills jobs with trained workers and reduce status-group 
inequality. 
Overall, this dissertation suggests that gender should be featured prominently in 
both academic and public discussions about whether schools should serve as the training 
grounds for highly specialized industries or provide students with academic coursework 
that cultivates broader knowledge and critical thinking skills. Given the backlash against 
the four-year college-for-all prescription and legislation aimed specifically at increasing 
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blue-collar related training in states with strong blue-collar economic bases, we might 
expect the relationships observed with the ELS:2002 cohort to be even stronger today and 
in the near future. Thus, it will be important for academic researchers to provide 
theoretical and empirical insights on the consequences of a tighter coupling between high 
school training and local jobs for educational and labor market stratification.  In addition, 
recent state legislation (e.g., Texas, Michigan, Florida) that allows students to take CTE 
courses as alternatives to academic courses will provide academic researchers with a 
unique methodological tool. My dissertation research is limited in its ability to draw 
causal inferences between high school training and students’ outcomes, but these state 
policies can serve as instrumental variables to better capture the effects of different types 
of high school training on educational attainment, labor force outcomes, and status-group 
inequalities.  
Broader Implications and Directions for Future Research 
As discussed in Chapter 1, this dissertation has implications for a set of firmly 
established sociological subfields, including education, stratification and inequality, 
gender, and work and occupations.  In addition to these established literatures, this 
dissertation also has implications for a growing body of work on the geographic 
concentration of disadvantage and increasing educational and economic stratification 
across place (e.g., Domina 2006; Lichter, Parisi, and Taquino 2012). For example, prior 
research and theory suggest that vocational course-taking leads to lower cognitive skills 
and to dispositional traits linked to lower-status jobs. In contrast, advanced academic 
course-taking fosters cognitive development and cultivates the dispositional traits 
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associated with higher-status jobs (Bowles and Gintis 1976; Gamoran 1987; Oakes 
2005). Thus, schools in areas with higher concentrations of sub-baccalaureate jobs may 
not only graduate more high school students who are not college-ready, they may also 
graduate more students with lower cognitive skills, a predictor of adult earnings even net 
of educational attainment (Farkas, England, Vicknair, and Kilbourne 1997).  
To the extent that students in these communities stay or move to communities 
with similar job structures, school curricula related to the educational requirements of 
local jobs may play a significant role in sustaining the (often gendered) spatial division of 
labor. Because the advanced academic course-taking of higher-achieving students across 
local labor markets is most affected, these communities may be able to secure the 
(predominately male) talent pipeline and possibly reap economic benefits in the short-
term. Yet community attempts to revive dying blue-collar industries may be myopic 
(Moretti 2013).  Moreover, results from this dissertation suggest that such attempts may 
come at the cost of national goals, such as increasing the proportion of women in STEM 
fields.  
Recent research investigating spatial inequalities finds substantial variation in 
individuals’ chances for upward mobility across place within the United States and 
identifies variation in general measures of school quality as primary correlates of these 
differences (Chetty et al. 2014). Because academic course offerings and course-taking are 
powerful predictors of college-going and completion (Adelman 2006), school curricula 
linked to the educational requirements of local jobs shape individual differences in the 
chances of upward and downward mobility across these places. This may be especially 
132 
 
the case given results indicating that the greatest disparities in advanced math course-
taking across local labor market was among higher-achieving students—those who were 
best positioned as high school sophomores to continue towards a bachelor’s degrees.  
The patterns of gender inequality between young men and women who attend 
high schools in blue-collar communities add an interesting gender dynamic to research 
research on the relationship between where one is raised and intergenerational mobility. 
The current study’s results suggested that the greater blue-collar emphasis and weaker 
academic focus of high school training in blue-collar communities penalized women in 
the labor market but resulted in no obvious labor market penalties for men, at least in the 
short-run. These gender divergent consequences are not surprising given the higher 
returns to a bachelor’s degree for women and the greater opportunities for men to earn 
decent wages in blue-collar jobs without a four-year degree. Although both males and 
females from blue-collar communities had parents with lower levels of education than 
their peers, on average, this study’s findings suggest that women who attended high 
school in blue-collar communities may have fewer opportunities for upward mobility 
than their male peers, partially because their high schools’ weaker academic curricula 
restricted their access to the education level and type of work that pays off for women. 
Future work should investigate how local economic characteristics and high school 
curricula may act independently and jointly to shape gender differences in rates of 
intergenerational mobility.  
This dissertation considered how high school training in areas with high 
concentrations of blue-collar workers shaped gender stratification in education and the 
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labor force. How might the concentration of female-dominated jobs or male-dominated, 
professional jobs shape high school training and gender disparities in the labor market? 
Research by Riegle-Crumb and Moore (2013) found that females are more likely to take 
physics in communities with greater numbers of female STEM professionals. In addition, 
Legewie and DiPrete (2014) find that gender gaps in plans to major in STEM are smaller 
in schools with a heavier curricular emphasis on STEM. Tying together this research, is 
there a relationship between the concentration of STEM workers, high school STEM 
course offerings, and gender disparities in STEM? On the opposite end of the spectrum, 
do schools in communities with high local concentrations of low-wage service workers 
reinforce women’s disproportionate representation in these “bad” jobs by devoting a 
larger share of their curriculum to low-wage service related coursework? Future research 
should examine how high school training in communities with different occupational 
structures may widen or narrow gender inequalities.   
Conclusion 
Instead of growing more similar, communities’ worker profiles and economies 
have grown increasingly apart in the global economy. Brain hubs that drive the nation’s 
success and lure workers with high levels of human capital are on one end of the 
spectrum, and places with heavy shares of sub-baccalaureate workers and floundering 
economies are on the other end. Moretti (2012:248) explains this trend and others as part 
of a broader paradoxical phenomenon in which “our global economy is becoming 
increasingly local,” and he argues that greater human capital investments provide the 
only hope for communities relying on low-wage work and declining manufacturing jobs.  
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Of great concern are this dissertation’s findings that schools in similar 
communities—those with higher concentrations of workers in sub-baccalaureate and 
blue-collar jobs—actually restrict students’ opportunities to acquire the levels of human 
capital demanded by most good jobs in the knowledge economy. In the case of the human 
capital investments (and lack thererof) of schools in blue-collar communities, the 
gendered nature of blue-collar works adds a layer of complexity. The high school training 
in blue-collar communities may not penalize young males in the short-term, of whom a 
large share obtain employment in well-paying blue-collar jobs. However, this research 
suggests that high school curricular investments in blue-collar coursework at the expense 
of an academically rigorous curriculum may leave women behind in the global and local 
economy.  
Ultimately, the findings from this dissertation challenge the quintessential 
American ideal of a meritocratic education system in which equally talented students are 
provided with equal access to coursework that fosters upward mobility. Scholars for over 
a century have found that our education system subverts this ideal by systemically 
stratifying talented students’ opportunities along socioeconomic status, racial/ethnic, and 
gender axes of inequality. The results from this dissertation suggest that schools 
differentially train students along a spatial axis of inequality. Through linking the 
educational character of coursework to the education levels typical of local jobs, talented 
students across local economies are unequally distributed into academically rigorous and 
CTE coursework. These relationships in the context of prevalent local blue-collar jobs 
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shape patterns of gender inequality that run counter to overall trends that fit the “rise of 
women” and “female advantage” narrative. 
Most contemporary research on high school training has focused on national-level 
economic demands and emphasized how schools shape aggregate patterns of status-group 
inequality. This dissertation draws attention to the connection between high school 
training and diverse local economies, and it suggests that this link shapes spatial 
disparities in educational opportunities and structures unique patterns of gender 
inequality in early adulthood. As the polarization between good and bad jobs becomes 
increasingly spatially expressed in the bifurcation of local economies, it will be important 
for scholars to further investigate how schools—as embedded within communities and 
unequal providers of human capital—shape the geographic contours of education and 
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